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THE UNIVERSITY OF SAN FRANCISCO
Dissertation Abstract
Folklórico Testimonios: Identity, Community, and Agency
As Social Justice Cultural Performance for Dancers of Mexican Folklórico
Mexican students in higher education have few opportunities to learn about their
heritage and history outside of Ethnic Studies courses. Some students seek alternative
opportunities to learn about their identity and to build community with other Mexican
students through folklórico. In Mexican folklórico, dancers learn the techniques and skills
to communicate stories about their history, culture, and heritage through movement,
song, and dance. This study is the story of Mexican students and folkloristas on their
journey to (re)discover identity, community, and agency as they move through higher
education.
This study uses testimonio to capture the voice, the struggle, and the inspiration of
Mexican students as they seek opportunities to learn about identity, community, and
agency through folklórico. This study includes the testimonios of 10 folkloristas from the
Sacramento, San Francisco, and San José areas of Northern California. Each of these
dancers identifies as Mexican and is also a student at a college or university. The
folkloristas share their stories as individual testimonios and as part of two small group
testimonios, or colectivas. Each of the testimonios are analyzed through Yosso’s (2005)
community cultural wealth and a hybrid of key literature about the performance of
cultural memory and imagination. I refer to this framework as social justice cultural
performance (Haiven and Khasnabish, 2014; Rich, 2006; Taylor, 2011).
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The testimonios reveal that folklórico is a means through which dancers build a
strong connection to their cultural heritage. Through this community, folkloristas develop
deep bonds of kinship and familia with other dancers. In light of the shifting social and
political climate in the United States, folkloristas use the performance of cultural
memory, movimiento, and heritage to heal the pain of violent messages about the
Mexican community. This agency is a way for folkloristas to empower and inspire their
community with positive self-image and self-confidence. Lastly, this study adds to the
body of research on testimonio through the addition of spatial testimonio as a new
framework. Spatial testimonio moves beyond individual and collective stories to allow
spaces and places to author their own stories of Truth, struggle, and resistance.
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who work so hard
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a el tigre que me cautiva
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We say nosotros los mexicanos
(by mexicanos we do not mean citizens of Mexico;
we do not mean a national identity, but a racial one).
We distinguish between Mexicans del otro lado
and mexicanos de este lado.
Deep in our hearts we believe
that being Mexican has nothing to do
with which country one lives in.
Being Mexican is a state of soul –
not one of mind, not one of citizenship.
Neither eagle nor serpent, but both.
And like the ocean,
neither animal respects borders.
Borderlands|La Frontera
Gloria Anzaldúa
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CHAPTER 1: THE RESEARCH PROBLEM
Introduction: Mi testimonio de folklórico
Folklórico!found!me!when!I!was!just!12;years;old.!Barring!the!few!months!
that!I!was!walking!with!crutches!due!to!a!broken!foot!in!college,!I!never!took!
extended!periods!of!time!away!from!dancing.!If!I!was!sick,!I!still!danced.!When!I!had!
too!much!homework!to!complete,!I!still!danced.!When!I!was!scheduled!for!work,!I’d!
switch!my!shifts!with!co;workers!so!that!I!could!still!dance.!My!story!is!not!one!of!
being!a!folklórico!over;achiever.!Actually!it’s!quite!the!contrary.!I!needed!folkórico.!
In!spite!of!multiple!commitments!and!distractions,!I!have!learned!that!my!
testimonio!of!commitment!and!dedication!to!folklórico!is!not!unique.!This!is!the!
focus!of!my!research.!My!story!is!one!of!finding!my!self,!my!strength,!my!history,!and!
my!voice!within!the!performance!of!my!cultura!through!folklórico.!!!
I!do!not!have!unusual!amounts!of!extra!time!to!spare.!I!do!not!have!fewer!
commitments!or!stress!to!manage!than!most!of!my!peers!with!similar!life,!career,!
and!education!circumstances.!Even!now,!as!an!early!thirty;something;year;old!
doctoral!candidate,!folklórico!is!constant!in!my!life.!!For!me,!folklórico!lightens!the!
load!of!worries,!concerns,!and!barriers!that!I!work!through!daily.!I!refuel!my!spirits,!
I!recharge!my!outlook,!and!my!ánimo!is!uplifted!when!I!dance.!A!better!question!to!
ask!myself!is!what!would!I!do!if!I!did!not!have!folklórico!in!my!life?!!
Traditional Mexican folklórico is the use of footwork, movement, color, song, and
dance to recreate and perform statewide, regional, and historical folklore of México. This
cultural practice is one that involves much technical practice and discipline. I first
discovered traditional Mexican folklórico in seventh grade. I found my way into
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folklórico because I loved my culture and I wanted to learn more about what it meant to
be Mexican. I yearned for new and exciting ways to learn about my identity, to become
more familiar with my heritage, and to make friends who identified as Mexican as well.
My introduction to the world of folklórico came at a very important time for me. I was an
adolescent boy on the verge of becoming a teenager. I felt awkward in my own skin and
my interactions often reflected this anxiety. I’ve always been a nervous kid. I shied away
from competitive sports that most of the boys at school played. I was not very athletic. I
felt awkward in most of my social interactions, and I struggled to connect with other kids
my age. I did, however, loved learning about my Mexican identity. I loved when my
mom would tell me stories – stories of my abuelos selling dulces on the beach or ice
cream in the plaza, working the fields throughout California, and making an honest day’s
wage to provide for familia in the rancho. I was thirsty for more relationships with other
Mexican youth who could relate to these stories. My heart beat fast in excitement every
time I learned more about what it meant to be Mexican, to be brown, and to be on this
side of the México-United States border. My parents recommended that I look into
Mexican folklórico. After consulting with the familia’s extended network of compadres,
tios, tias and familiares, I ultimately joined a local, community-based dance company and
I fell in love with the color, the passion, and the excitement of the dance.
I grew up in a middle-to-lower class home and neighborhood. My parents taught
me to value hard work and perseverance in spite of obstacles. Struggle and hustle were
commonplace values in my childhood. As I transitioned into my high school years, I
developed close friendships with the members of the folklórico dance group that I had
joined. Dance practice time was a space in which I could recount the day’s adventures,
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challenges, chisme and payasadas with my folklórico homies before diving into a
particular dance routine and practice. This was the companionship and friendship that I
had been seeking. The group was part of the community and the dancers came from all
over my hometown of Sacramento. Each dancer brought with them the frustration, the
happiness, the struggles, the triumphs, and the miscellaneous goings-on of their barrios.
We all shared one very big thing in common – a pride in our ethnic heritage. We were
anxious and excited to learn more and become better at understanding how our
movements, our songs, and our dance relate to our us, to our parents, and to our families.
Nearly 25 years later, I am still dancing Mexican folklórico. I have grown a lot in
my practice of Mexican folklórico. Approximately seven years ago, I was given an
opportunity to teach other dancers as an assistant artistic director for a local Mexican
folklórico company. Since then, I have been directly involved in the artistic direction of
folklórico companies and the instruction of its dancers within the local area. I danced
foklórico because long ago it had become a way for me to make sense of the world
around me. For most of my adolescent, teenage, and young adult years I struggled to
make sense of my identity as both queer and Mexicano. One of the few places that I
always felt comfort, support, and a sense of community and familia was in folklórico.
I dance foklórico because long ago it became a way for me to make sense of the
world around me. My adolescent, teenage, and young adult life was in a constant ebb and
flow for many years as I struggled to make sense of my place in the world as both queer
and Mexican. Folklórico was my relief from a mind plagued with expectations, roles and
responsibility, and suppressed sentimientos. I could always return to folklórico for the
love and cariños that I felt in community. The physicality, the movement, the
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conditioning, and the discipline gave me peace of mind, a sort of meter to balance my
paranoia and hyper vigilance of my own self-identity and expression. Folklórico was a
home away from my casa. In many ways, folklórico saved me. I learned more about what
being Mexicano truly meant for me as a brown-skinned, U.S.-born Mexicano. I learned to
love who I was, my family origins, and all the value that my Mexicanidad brought to my
own education. Folklórico became an essential element to my schooling beyond the
classroom. Folklórico reminded me that my cultural identity was an asset to my
educational journey.
Through my relationships to other dancers, I also learned that my success was not
an exception to the rule, and that other brown-skinned boys were learning what it meant
to be Mexican as well. I learned that other youth also sought a connection to their ethnic
heritage with the same zeal and passion. My involvement with dance provided me with
the space to explore my contribution to and role within a larger testimonio of arte y
conciencia from within the Mexican community. My connection to the world of
folklórico became a moment of liberation and exploration for me within a space that
embraced my brown skin, my Spanish/English/Spanglish, my conflicted sexual identity,
and taught me to find pride in my cultural heritage. As I moved through my own formal
education, I read the stories of historical figures who changed the landscape of history.
None of these characters had names like mine, they did not speak the languages that I
could speak, nor did they come from spaces and places that resembled the home of my
parents and my family.
Growing up with folklórico, I constantly asked myself questions about my
identity, my cultura, my familia, and our lifestyle. These questions of self-exploration
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may not be so uncommon for youth and adolescents altogether. However, for young
people of color these same questions about identity are often asked within the context of
a dominant narrative. Their lived experiences are framed as fringe and alternate. These
questions of self-exploration are not always asked from within an environment that
uplifts and empowers young people of color and teaches them to love their culture and
their identity. Folklórico is a cultural artform that teaches dancers to communicate the
traditional representation of Mexican culture through music, song, dance, and
performance. In this spirit, this research is a testament to the role of folklórico in
exploring CuerpoMenteAlma – the sharing of stories that connect the body, the mind, and
the soul. Later in this study, I discuss how the heart is a critically-important fourth
dynamic that connects the CuerpoMenteAlma to the Corazón of the Mexican community:
Cuerpo, Mente, Alma, y Corazón. This testimonio research is a journey to understand the
role, the power, and the value that traditional folklórico has within the Mexican
community.
In this research, I highlight the testimonios of folklórico dancers, or folkloristas,
who have turned to folklórico through the formative years of their identity development
and experiences in higher education. In this research, each folklorista reflects on their
past and current experiences of moving through higher education while they maintained a
connection to Mexican folklórico. I first explore how testimonio as a methodology brings
to light the value of the folklorista experience in revealing stories of empowerment,
identity development, and community building. Next, I introduce each of the
testimonialistas as they have chosen to be identified through their own stories. Lastly, I
weave their testimonios with emerging themes from their own cuentos. Each of the
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folklórico testimonios are shared in the tone, language, and style that each folklorista
believes is authentic to their testimonio. This research is conducted and presented to
honor and value the cuentos of my folklórico familia. These testimonios are not counter
stories to the popular and dominant narrative. Rather, these stories of folklórico are
testimonios that exist outside of a dominant-subordinate binary of narratives. They are
not a reflection, nor are they a counter, to a master narrative. Each of the testimonios
within this study exists as a testament of Truth to the experiences of Mexican-identified
folklórico dancers as they explore their identities, their place and space in higher
education, and their relationship to their respective communities.
The folklórico testimonios in this research are cuentos and stories of resilience, of
empowerment, and of reinvigorating self from within a Latin Critical Race Theory
(LatCrit) framework. These testimonios are stories of art, movement, color, passion,
cultural pride, and ethnic heritage. These stories of folklórico are testimonios that
excavate and illustrate the value of layered identities through cultural performance. The
testimonios within this research tease at the fibers of space, movement, and
CuerpoMenteAlmaCorazón to evoke stories of Mexican folkloristas who have learned
more about their identities through dance.
Background and Need for the Study
Little to no research has been done on the role of Mexican folklórico in identitydevelopment and community building for Mexican students as they move through higher
education in the United States. Most research that directly references the influence and
value of Mexican folklórico in the United States uses psychology
frameworks/lenses/theories to make sense of the impact that folklórico has on the
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developmental stages of identity. Performance studies research can include cultural dance
and specifically references folklórico minimally within its findings. This research will use
a Latin Critical Race Theory (Lat CRT) to explore the relationship that Mexican
folklórico has to students who identify as Mexican in their higher education.
This research is unique in three ways. First, this study adds to the limited research
about the relationship of traditional Mexican folklórico dance to Mexican students in
higher education. The last documented research that explored the aforementioned
variables was published in the 1970s and 1980s (Trujillo, 1975; Trujillo, 1979; Trujillo,
1981; Trujillo, 1983). An additional and more recent study on the indigenous education
and dance closely examines the relationship of indigenous danza in educating the
community (Colín, 2014). Only one other publication specifically explores the role of
folklórico from an educational theory framework or praxis (Pérez, 2016). This writing
used Latin Critical Race Theory (LatCrit) to explore the relationship between four friends
who all dance folklórico, who all identify as queer and as hermanas, and who all identify
as Mexican. The research focused on their relationship to one another and the impact of
folklórico in their lives.
This section includes a brief review of contemporary trends in folklórico activity
in California higher education. Second, this study uses testimonio as an extension of
LatCrit, community cultural wealth, and a framework that I refer to as social justice
cultural performance. In this process, this study pioneers a comprehensive and embodied
testimonio of space that grants voice and historia to a mix of voices, characters, spaces,
and places as the author to what I refer to as a spatial testimonio. This study is unique in
that it pushes on the boundaries of the traditional academy in the format and presentation
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of this study. In incorporating the lived realities of the participants of this research, the
telling of the testimonios and the design of this research is influenced, changed, and
shaped by the vozes and collective conciencia of all participants, including myself. As a
researcher, scholar practitioner, and folklorista, this study is part of my embodied Truth,
and as such includes part of my own CuerpoMenteAlmaCorazón as part of the process
that is integral to authentic and transformational testimonio.
Through Mexican folklórico, dancers learn the techniques and skills to
communicate stories about Mexican history, culture, and lifestyles. Dancers train to
physically condition their bodies to meet the physical demand of movement, balance, and
coordination. They combine this training in physical dexterity with self-awareness and
skill-building about non-verbal communication, performance, and history. Dancers learn
about the significance of certain movements within the context of a song or dance. The
movement of a handkerchief, the positioning of a skirt, the placement of the sombrero, or
the interaction of the partners with one another – each particular movement
communicates something very specific about the history or about the particular region of
México from which the dance originated. Dancing folklórico is learning to tell the story
of México and of its people through art and movement. In a way, folklórico is a lens
through which dancers learn about their identity as Mexicans and experience the history
and culture of their ethnic heritage through story, song, color, and dance. Folklórico is
community education.
In the United States, Ethnic Studies programs are one way in which students learn
about the history and current realities for communities of color. Ethnic Studies programs
have helped students to make sense of the history, culture, and intersectional identities of
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Mexicans living in the United States. More importantly, Ethnic Studies curricula in
higher education have taught Mexican students how to think critically about their
respective identities (Cammarota, 2009; Romero, Arce, & Cammarota, 2009; Sleeter,
2011). Currently, Ethnic Studies programs in education are not required in all school
systems, nor are they fully funded and developed to teach the breadth and scope of the
curricula. The relationship of Ethnic Studies to this study then becomes clearer in light of
México’s curriculum for teaching history and legacy.
In Mexico, educational systems provide students with opportunities to learn about
their history and identity as Mexicans in numerous ways. However in the U.S., very few
higher education institutes have institutionalized both Ethnic Studies programming and
folklórico courses into their respective curricula (Sleeter, 2011). Most folklórico groups
that exist within university and college institutions are rarely fully-funded by the
institution. Often, these folklórico groups function as student organizations. In recent
years within California, the folklórico experience within the university setting has grown.
In the California State University (CSU) system, folklórico has expanded to include an
annual showcase of the different folklórico performing groups within the system. The
sixth annual California State University (CSU) Folklórico Showcase was recently hosted
at San José State University on February 18, 2017. The showcase featured performances
by eight different folklórico groups within the CSU system: Ballet Folklórico Aztlán de
CSU Northridge, Ballet Folklórico de Channel Islands, Ballet Folklórico de CSU
Fullerton, Ballet Folklórico de CSU San Marcos, Ballet Folklórico de Sonoma, Grupo
Folklórico Luna y Sol de San José State, Grupo Folklórico Mexica de CSU Long Beach,
and Los Danzantes de Aztlán de Fresno State (Redmond, 2017). At the time of this study,
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the CSU system included 23 campuses. Of these campuses only eight campuses had
folklórico groups who were actively participating in performances and folklórico-related
events and festivals.
The CSU system is one example of a large system institutions in higher education
with a growing folklórico community. In general, many higher education institutions
inside and outside of California have Ethnic Studies courses as optional coursework or
concentrations for each student’s educational journey, even fewer schools incorporate
Mexican folklórico as part of the curriculum. Mexican students who live in the United
States have limited opportunities to learn about their ethnic and cultural heritage identity
within the education pipeline, even far less opportunities through Mexican folklórico.
Through these folklórico testimonios I explore the impact that folklórico as
performance art and as education has had on the lives of dancers. This testimonio-sharing
provides insight into the factors that motivate dancers to invest in learning, dancing, and
living traditional Mexican folklórico. In this exploration, I uncover the value and impact
that learning about ethnicity and cultural heritage through dance can have on identity
development for Mexican-identified individuals through testimonio. Furthermore, this
research also explores the role that Mexican folklórico plays in the journey of these same
students who identify as Mexican as they move through higher education.
The goal of these folklórico testimonios is not to counter dominant traditions of
story-sharing. As Cruz (2012) asserts, testimonio challenges, invites, and reminds readers
to practice a constant critical consciousness. Each of these testimonios is a testament to
the importance of the way in which each story is shared and presented. The means and
the end to these testimonios are both valuable to the message. Yudice (1991) posits that it
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is important to preserve the aesthetic and transformative literary value of testimonio
within academic research. Testimonio is dynamic. Testimonio grips at the center of a
story to transform the landscape of contested truth for the writer, the reader, and the
testimonialista in the construction and reproduction of the testimonio. In this spirit, these
folklórico testimonios honor the voice and authenticity of the stories of the dancers. The
folklórico testimonios represent the history of arte, color, and dance in an effort to foster
and cultivate third spaces from which to bear witness to the value of folklórico
(Anzaldua, 1987). In this exploration, this study highlights the unique ways in which
folkloristas have learned to achieve greater knowledge and awareness about their
intersectional identities as Mexicanos in a way that only schooling outside of the
classroom and in the community can do.
Reframing Language
In this study, the participants and I use Spanish and English interchangeably
throughout the text. In some instances, this blend of languages is intermittent and
deliberate. This frequent weaving of Spanish and English words – or Spanglish – is part
of the story and is central to the meaning that each story frames for the reader. This
research does not italicize words in Spanish or Spanglish. This testimonio of resilience
and orgullo gives voice to the intersections of identities that exist within Mexican
folklórico. As such, this testimonio is a cuento that tells stories in all three languages:
English, Spanish, Spanglish. In his research on Latino family epistemologies, Hidalgo
(2005) highlights the value of conducting research that is inclusive of the various
intersections of identity that give rise to a Latin@ consciousness. In this spirit, these
multiple languages are linguistic markers in the story that remind the reader of the subtle
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relationship that language has to nationality, citizenship, and identity for many Spanishspeaking and Mexican-identified individuals living in the U.S.
Italics have historically been used to identify language that is not part of the
dominant language. Italics are a visual reminder to the reader that the language is
different and foreign. Delgado Bernal, Burciaga, and Carmona (2012) explain the power
dynamics that are endemic to language translation in the following quote:
When translating, for example, terms of endearment, underlying meaning can get
lost in translation. One must be cautious to translate conceptually rather than
literally because in translating particular terms, nuances get lost, and we run the
risk of reproducing language marginalization. Translating testimonios from
Spanish into English includes translating culturally-specific knowledge that can
shift meaning and reproduce negative connotations associated with gendered or
racialized terms of endearment. (p. 3)
The relationships within these folklórico testimonios are born of Spanish, English and
Spanglish tongue. They are home. They are not foreign. This language choice is The
Story. These testimonios are their Truth. Italics would restrict how each folklorista’s may
be expressed authentically. The deliberate choice to avoid italics is the resistance of
further marginalization of non-English languages in academic research.
This study also resists formal and full translation of Spanish text into English. In
all cases of Spanish text, non-native Spanish speakers may extract meaning from the
subtext and context of the English words and phrases that frame Spanish-centered
testimonios. In most cases, even the most frequent use of Spanish within any particular
use of testimonio is framed by additional context in English. In this way, the testimonios
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are presented more authentically, in the way that each folklorista chose to share
organically.
The testimonios of this research express emotion, value, and meaning through
their stories. In honor of each participant’s Truth, I do not use italics to distinguish any
part of this study and I do not directly translate any text that was not initially
communicated in English. The testimonios of each folklorista are shared authentically in
the spirit, flavor, and energía in which it was gifted to this study. Each of these
testimonios are a testament of power and resilience and thus they stay true to their
original form. In this way, folklórico testimonios add to the body of literature
surrounding identity, language, performance, cultura, and CuerpoMenteAlmaCorazón by
resisting italics and translation. These testimonios are examples of how the way in which
we choose to share stories of resistance and Truth can be a way to super charge the
already-powerful role of uncontested and unapologetically rich Spanish and Spanglish
research within academia.
Purpose Statement
The purpose of this study is to better understand identity development,
community-building, and agency for Mexican students in higher education through
testimonios of folklórico dancers, or folkloristas. This study focuses on folkloristas who
identify as Mexican, who are currently enrolled in traditional Mexican folklórico dance
groups within the community, and who are pursuing their undergraduate or graduate
degrees. These testimonios examine the role of folklórico in developing identity, building
community, and teaching advocacy for folkloristas. In sharing these stories, this
dissertation is written as a testimonio about the lived experience of Mexican students who
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are moving through systems of higher education and who are committed to traditional
folklórico.
In many ways, folklórico is a way in which I learned more about my whole self as
a queer, Xicano, first-generation, Spanish/Spanglish speaking muchacho. Folklórico is
my education beyond the classroom and it opened my eyes to the value and richness that
all aspects of my identity add to my ethnic heritage. Folklórico provided me with an
opportunity to explore and understand myself with pride, self-confidence, and selfawareness. If I found great value within this community-based model of education, then
perhaps other folkloristas may have had a similar experience with Mexican folklórico.
This study is an exploration of this relationship between cultural performance and selfempowerment, education and the comunidad.
Research Questions
These testimonios explore the relationship between Mexican folklórico and
identity, community-building, self-empowerment and advocacy. Specifically, this study
is guided by the following research questions as they apply to folkloristas who are
pursuing their degrees in higher education and who identify as Mexican:
1) What do folklórico testimonios reveal about the relationship between
traditional Mexican folklórico and identity development?
2) What do folklórico testimonios reveal about the relationship between
traditional Mexican folklórico and community building?
3) What do folklórico testimonios reveal about the relationship between
traditional Mexican folklórico and igniting activism?
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4) How do testimonios provide a space for sharing stories of community
cultural wealth and social justice cultural performance?
Theoretical Frameworks
In exploring the testimonios within this study, certain theoretical frameworks are
crucial to making sense of the role of folklórico as community education in teaching
Mexican students about identity, community, and advocacy. This study briefly references
Latin Critical Race Theory (Lat Crit), as informed by Critical Race Theory (CRT), as a
necessary precursor to the exploration of ethnic and racial identity development within
communities of folklórico for Mexican students in the United States. The use of
testimonios helps to focus the exploration of each folklorista’s experience in a way that
allows each story to speak its truth. In this way, testimonio primarily functions as
methodology. Still, testimonio undoubtedly impacts the theoretical framework of this
study as well. LatCrit, CRT, and testimonio thus provide the theoretical foundation for
what will be the study’s main framework: Yosso’s (2005) community cultural wealth and
a trio of foundational texts that I refer to as social justice cultural performance (Haiven &
Khasnabish, 2014; Rich, 2006; Taylor, 2011). This frame excavates and examines the
layers of value, resources, and cultural capital that Mexican students bring with them into
their higher education journeys, and in particular with Mexican folklórico. This section
briefly explores community cultural wealth and social justice cultural performance as the
framework through which to unpack the value of folklórico testimonios. The relationship
of this community cultural wealth framework, social justice cultural performance, and
testimonio to foundations in both CRT and LatCrit are explored more in depth within the
methodologies section of my research.
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Community Cultural Wealth
In her research on community cultural wealth, Yosso (2005) highlights the false
illusion that students of color come to education at a deficit with no valuable skills and
resources to enhance their student success. Schools both oppress and marginalize while
they emancipate and empower. Schools urge self-awareness and education while also
suppressing community cultural wealth, which can enhance the educational experience
for marginalized communities of students. In her research on critical race theory, Yosso
(2005) theorizes about the importance of challenging racism through a revelation of
cultural wealth within the realities of students of color and their families. Yosso frames
the strengths and values that students of color bring to their educational pathways in six
different types of capital: aspirational, linguistic, familial, social, navigational, and
resistant.
•

Aspirational capital: This form of capital refers to the ability for communities of
color to maintain hope in light of unfavorable, toxic, or oppressive environments.
Aspirational capital is the propensity for students to dream and imagine
possibilities beyond their current reality.

•

Linguistic capital: The possession of multiple languages and communication
skills is how Yosso defines linguistic capital. This form of capital also
underscores the skill of communities of color to use art, music, or poetry to
capture, share, and remember stories as engaged participants.

•

Familial capital: This form of capital extends the notion of family beyond
traditional structures to include familia and community concepts of kinship and
connection. History, memory, and cultural intuition play a critical role in shaping
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this form of cultural wealth for communities of color.
•

Social capital: People and community resources are the crux of this form of
capital for communities of color. Social capital is the ability to use information
and resources to enhance and build upon a social network to move through a
system.

•

Navigational capital: This form of capital refers to the skills that people of color
possess in maneuvering through social institutions. Specifically, these skills are
helpful in moving through institutions that were not built with the success of
people of color in mind.

•

Resistant capital: Resistant capital refers to the behaviors, skills and attitudes
necessary to resist toxic and unjust environments. Students of color often possess
the knowledge and skills fostered through behavior that challenges inequality.

Each of these forms of capital play a role in centering the experience of social and racial
justice in the strengths and attributes of communities of color. In turn, community
cultural wealth is one way in which to understand the testimonios of each of the
participants.
Each type of capital builds a case for how students of color use the lessons,
culture, experience, and teachings from their home environments to successfully move
into, through, and beyond higher education. This community cultural wealth is
particularly important to framing the exploration of how traditional Mexican folklórico
impacts the wealth of skills and resources that Mexican students use to enhance their
college and university experience. Within this folklórico testimonio research, each type
of capital is important to the discussion.
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Yosso’s (2005) research on critical race theory and education provide a
framework and context for the transformative impact of the stories of students of color.
Yosso asserts, “ . . . schools most often oppress and marginalize while they maintain the
potential to emancipate and empower. Indeed, CRT in education refutes dominant
ideology and White privilege while validating and centering the experiences of People of
Color” (p. 74). A combination of community cultural wealth as a project of CRT and Lat
Crit within this testimonio research will help to make sense of the value of the
community and the individual in a collective process of sense-making and education.
Social Justice Cultural Performance
The following sub-section summarizes key literature that informs what I refer to
as social justice cultural performance. This literature includes Rich’s (2006) permeable
membrane, Taylor’s (2011) research on the archive and the repertoire of cultural
memory, and Haiven and Khasnabish’s (2014) writings on the use of radical imagination.
This research offers a lens through to which to makes sense of identity, community, and
agency in this study. Each area of research is explained in a format that allows each area
to speak with one another as a larger conversation about social justice cultural
performance, which then becomes another framework for this study.
The permeable membrane is “passionate language in movement” (Rich, 2006). In
this context, Rich discusses the unique role of art, movement, and performance in
creating a space that centers the role of imagination in moving beyond tension or conflict
(Cohen, Varea, & Walker, 2011a; Cohen, Varea, & Walker, 2011b). Within this
explanation, the performance of memory and movement creates a malleable fissure and
communion of seemingly oppositional tensions. This membrane is a space from which
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performers can tease, push, and pull at imagination to move beyond conflict to imagine
futures that exist beyond the parameters of the acceptable/the unacceptable, the sacred/the
conventional, the appropriate/the inappropriate.
Taylor (2011) theorizes about cultural memory in two different contexts – the
archive and the repertoire. These elements frame cultural memory in distinct ways. The
archive refers to cultural memory that is available to select members of society with
access to memory as a resource. Access to this archive is what distances the community
from cultural memory. The repertoire is the embodiment of cultural memory that is
readily accessible and performed by the community. Both the archive and the repertoire
are key components to understanding how folkloristas access and perform cultural
memory.
Haiven and Khasnabish (2014) write about the role of imagination in evolving
social movement research. Specifically, radical imagination helps to envision possibilities
for resolving social and institutional systemic challenges through creative and strategic
innovation of collective organizing. Power to influence change exists and thrives within a
collective ability to envision possible solutions to conflict beyond the scope of current
and available resources. Haiven and Khasnabish assert, “the radical imagination catalyses
a shared sense of purpose and power and emerges from and contributes to encounters and
relationships between actors.” (Haiven & Khasnabish, 2014, p. 63-64).
The research on the radical imagination is defined in relation to social movementmaking and mobilization efforts. They identify radical imagination as the impetus for
political movement. Radical imagination is a critical component that social movements
depend on for life, sustenance, and innovation. More importantly, radical imagination
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centers around a collective process as opposed to an individual one. The term radical
specifically refers to the awareness that systemic change will only come about through
the use of resources and mobilization outside of our beyond our current political system.
Radical imagination is contextualized within a larger narrative about social movements
within Haiven and Khasnabish’s research. Still, the fundamental concepts of radical
imagination are critically important to extracting meaning and power from the past,
infusing the present with this power in order to conjure possibilities of a future beyond
pain, conflict, and strife – this is the radical imagination. The radical imagination can be
beneficial to understanding how to understand the motivations and passion of performers
of Mexican folklórico in imagining a future that honors the fullest expression of their
identities, communities, and agency.
Each of these three elements makes important space for the union of imagination
and cultural memory in the performing in, through, and beyond our past for the sake of an
imagined future that transcends our current realities. I call this a practice in social justice
cultural performance. This framework underscores the importance of making space for
imagination and cultural memory in envisioning futures that harness the individual, that
focus collective power, and that shape testimonios in a way that make sense for the
community. This social justice cultural performance framework leads to a conversation
about the critical components of performance, imagination, and memory in shaping
identity, community, and agency.
Educational Significance
Research suggests that the educational pipeline for most people of color, and in
this case Mexican students, is wrought with challenges and obstacles to a student’s
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pursuit of continued education. Folklórico has always existed within the context of
understanding Mexican history. Folklórico did not suddenly emerge as a counter-story to
dominant narratives about ethnic identity. The notion of folklórico as a counter-story is
romantically nostalgic. At the same time, to assume that folklórico feeds into a counternarrative also acknowledges that Mexican history and culture exist outside of center.
Mexican folklórico is a perfect example of the uniquely powerful and empowering nature
of testimonio methodology. The story of Mexican folklórico exists as a testimonio in and
of itself, and without the need to counter a dominant story. Rather, Mexican folklórico is
the story. Mexican folklórico testimonios are also a unique way to explore physical
movement through performance with the sociological underpinnings of identitydevelopment and community building. Being a dancer is a way of life. Being a trained
dancer in traditional Mexican folklórico is a way to fuse your ethnic identity and cultural
awareness with the physical discipline of a dancer’s lifestyle.
Folklórico dancers may identify as Mexican in a variety of different ways. In
folklórico dance companies, folkloristas often possess similar perspectives on the
important role that their ethnic and racial identities have in their lives. This dynamic often
results from the absence of more salient and positive educational models of support for
Mexican students. This alignment of values in folklórico creates a sense of community
that can at times be stronger than what organically develops for Mexican students as they
move through education. In conducting research on Latin@ epistemology, Hidalgo
(2005) asserts that the success strategies and skills that Latin@s use to overcome barriers,
especially within the educational system, reveal an awareness of Latin@ core values and
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familism. The Latin@ epistemology research that Hidalgo proposes is embodied within
the values and objectives of Mexican folklórico.
. . . the more one knows about the context of Latino/as lived experiences, the
better one may understand their processes of adaptation and change. Latino/a
knowledge creation is, in part, a process of accommodation, resistance, and
change in response to the cultural and structural forces that shape the lived
experiences of individuals and the collective groups. (Hidalgo, 2005, p. 378)
This study is significant in that it provides insight into the factors that motivate
Mexican students to pursue their education beyond traditional educational institutions
within the community. Through this research, education professionals gain a deeper
understanding of what Mexican students seek in the way of education and fulfillment
during their journey through higher education systems. Ultimately, the findings provide
researchers with more background about educational frameworks that promote equity,
access, and success in the education pipeline for Mexican students.
This folklórico testimonio research is especially useful in understanding sensemaking processes for identity and community building with Mexican students. Students
who identify as Mexican relate to their identities at varying places on the continuum of
identity-development. Yet still, most students of Mexican origin are disproportionately
impacted when it comes to encountering barriers to their continued education. This
research gives educational practitioners a better sense of the tools and frameworks that
Mexican students seek out in the absence of ethnic studies curriculum and communities
like folklórico within their educational institutions.
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Lastly, this study provides an important contribution to testimonio research of
performance, identity, and space as one. Specifically, these testimonios provide insight
into the value of spatial testimonios as explorations of individual stories, group stories,
methods of story-telling and story-sharing, and voice. These elements interact
simultaneously and are captured by framing the story as one that belongs to the space –
not to any one person or persons. Instead, the entirety of the space authors the testimonio.
In other words, the space with its dancers, the colors, the arts, the movements, and the
energy all becomes the author and contributor to the body of testimonio research.
Limitations
This folklórico testimonio study presents some limitations and delimitations to
conducting research. Specifically, I discuss four areas that may have impacted the
testimonios and results of this study. Two of these areas relate specifically to the years of
experience that I have worked within the folklórico community and the impact that they
may have had on the study. The third area discusses the role that logistics and planning
took in how folkloristas participated in the study based on time, place, and manner of
data collection. The final area expands upon the semantics of words used to define
traditional Mexican dance and the impact of this discussion in the folklórico community.
My Experience as a Limitation
I have been a dancer, an assistant director, and I now co-direct one of the
performance companies for Mexican folklórico in Northern California. I have been
connected to the Mexican folklórico community for over 20 years. The Mexican
folklórico community in the United States is not large. Thus, the opportunity for dancers,
teachers, and directors to know one another is fairly high. My relationship to the Mexican
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folklórico community within the United States and specifically in California may have an
impact in how participants choose to share their testimonios within this study. The role
that I play with the different types of folkloristas who may come forward in this study
may be influenced by community-set standards of respeto which can easily translate to
both direct and indirect dynamics of power. These power dynamics, even in the most
inclusive and non-bureaucratic leadership styles within folklórico companies, can greatly
influence the process of collecting each testimonio. My connections within folklórico will
undoubtedly impact the process of authentic testimonio-sharing for the participants in this
research. Within the context of this research, the stories that are provided to me and
subsequently incorporated into this research can be triangulated with feedback from the
group of participants of the study. In this way, my positionality as researcher and
testimonio-participant will inform the study as part of the process, rather than a disruptive
element to the testimonios.
My Experience as an Asset
Another consideration, however, is that this study draws in the researcher as an
author to both my own testimonio as well as the testimonio of the other folkloristas.
Rather than assume that my relationship to the participants potentially disrupted the
stories that I collected, testimonio methodology research suggests that my role and voice
in the community and in (dis)connection to the participants is part of the larger
testimonio. My connection to the folklórcio community could have been a factor in
enhancing the trust and confidence that I built with each of the folkloristas. In many
cases, other folkloristas who I knew well were recommending that I reach out to other
folkloristas based on the network that we had developed and based on my participant
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criteria. My experience as a folklorista in the community is a factor to consider. In this
case, I argue that my voice in the community may have been an asset to the study.
Time, Place, and Manner
More specific constraints within this study included the logistics of how I invited
participants to this study and how I collected their testimonios. For this study, I wanted to
be mindful of how to collect the testimonios and how the medium could impact the
testimonio as well. Whether the testimonio is shared as a performance, an oral story
shared face-to-face, a collective testimonio shared as part of a group, a streaming video
conference call, or a collected written testimonio – the format can certainly impact the
dynamics of the testimonio’s energy, flow, impact, message and a variety of other
variables. These limitations seemed obvious and, to a certain extent, did play a factor in
how participants connected to the study. In at least two cases, distance and school
schedules played a significant role in participant’s reason for declining to participate in
the study. All the folkloristas who contributed individual testimonios also wished to
participate in a second opportunity to share their testimonio in a small group. However,
again, logistics with schedules played a big factor in securing each small group
testimonio. I was aware of these logistical constraints and made every effort to flex to
participant needs and schedules within the parameters of this study. My interest was to
make sure that my positionality as the researcher and in relation to the logistical
constraints did not inadvertently shape the testimonios more than was already
unavaoidable. My goal was to provide a logistical set up from which each of the
testimonios could spring forward with the honest and original intention of the story’s
author.
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Folklórico, Danza, or Bailables
Another possible constraint to this study stems from the variation that exists in the
word: folklórico. The word is commonly used to describe Mexican cultural performance
art through dance and movement. For purposes of this study, I use the word folklórico to
describe all practice, technique and training related to dance forms that teach about
Mexican history, culture, and identity. Within this context, folklórico includes styles that
are contemporary and stylized forms of dance that have been modified for theater
presentations. As a category, folklórico also extends to the more traditional forms of
dance that aim to honor the original and authentic styles of the dances. Depending on the
context, origin, and style of dance, some dancers will refer to the more stylized and
theatrical presentations of dance as “folklórico” and often even as “ballet folklórico” to
make reference to the ballet foundation to their dance. Other folkloristas will refer to their
practice as “danza”, “bailables”, or “grupo folklórico”. In most cases, the term
“folklórico” is a more widely accepted term to apply to all styles of dance related to the
retelling of México’s culture, heritage, history, and identities through traditional dance.
For purposes of this study, each participant self-identified as a folklórico dancer
and their experiences varied along the spectrum of dance styles and training within this
definition of folklórico. Still, some cultural purists actively resist the word folklórico.
Some would argue that the word folklórico, in and of itself, is a more contemporary word
that refers to the performance of dance for theater and spectacle only. Other folkloristas
argue that some of the aforementioned words are interchangeable with the word
folklórico (e.g., danza, bailables).
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Words are powerful and have meaning. Each of these words is loaded with social,
historical, and cultural context that further flavors the conversation. In this study, the
conversation of what constituted real folklórico and what constituted danza came up in at
least one instance. In this instance the conversation occurred between potential
participants in a public social media post to invite possible participants. This incident is
an example of the limitations that I encountered with the semantics of this study. !
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CHAPTER 2: REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE
In order to make sense of the folklórico testimonios in this research, I explores
key literature that provide a framework from which to organize patterns and themes that
emerge from each of the stories. This review targets three main areas of literature. The
first review provides a summary of research that demonstrates the various tenets and
applications of Yosso’s (2005) community cultural wealth framework primarily in higher
education settings. The next section provides an overview of research about ethnic dance
and performance, with a specific emphasis on the role that dance plays in education and
in communities of color. These specific texts serve as a foundation from which to more
fully understand the research of social justice cultural performance (Haiven and
Khasnabish, 2014; Rich, 2006; Taylor, 2011). Lastly, this literature review concludes
with an exploration of research that illustrates the diversity of studies that uses testimonio
as a means of radical story-telling, as both product and process. This review organizes
key literature in a way that provides a foundation from which to understand the
relationship between LatCrit, traditional folklórico, art and performance, and higher
education for students who identify as Mexican.
Community Cultural Wealth
This section explores a variety of research that uses community cultural wealth as
a framework from which to make sense of the key findings and concepts within their
studies. Community cultural wealth was first introduced as a framework that used the
underpinnings of Critical Race Theory (CRT) to illustrate that students of color do not
show up to classrooms with cultural deficiencies. As illustrated in the prior chapter,
Yosso (2005) expands upon the six different forms of capital that students of color bring
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to the classroom: aspirational capital, linguistic capital, familial capital, social capital,
navigational capital, and resistant capital. The literature within this section utilizes
Yosso’s community cultural wealth to illustrate how students of color add value to their
educational experiences through the various skills and resources that they bring with
them into the classroom.
In this section, I divide the literature on into two themes. The first theme
highlights the stories of students of color who actively utilize community cultural wealth
to succeed in higher education. More importantly, their stories are posited in such a way
as to reframe the perceived narratives about their success. In this section, I refer to
community cultural wealth as having the properties necessary to shift the focus of lived
realities, and to re-center narratives for and by students of color. I refer to the studies in
this section under the theme of Reframing Realidades. The second theme is a review of
studies that use community cultural wealth as a teaching tool for communities to improve
or enhance their educational practices to support the success of students of color. In these
studies, community cultural wealth is used as a sobering lens for researchers and
practitioners of education to better understand how to transform their educational
landscapes for the success of students of color. I refer to this process as one of raising
awareness about how to best practice pedagogies and support systems that transform
problematic structures and processes. This section is titled Critical Practice.
Reframing Realidades
Various studies use community cultural wealth to amplify the stories of success
for students of color in higher education. Yosso’s (2005) intention was for this
framework to open the door to a strengths-based approach to how students of color arrive

!

!

!

30!

!

!

!

!

to school. Some studies often use this frame as a pedestal from which to make sense of
how students of color use their environments, their upbringings, and their life contexts as
an impetus for success. Some studies combine this frame with CRT and/or LatCrit to
highlight the strength and potential of values that students from Chicanx, Latinx, or
Mexican backgrounds bring into their higher education pathways (Araujo, 2012;
Bejarano & Valverde, 2012; Burciaga & Herbstein, 2012; Espino, 2014; Pérez Huber,
2009; Pérez II, 2014).
In her study about farmworker student success in higher education, Araujo (2012)
discusses how students use their home experiences to inform and influence their
movement through the education pipeline. In particular, Araujo’s study focuses on the
experiences of Santiago, a Mexican student farmworker from California. The study
specifically focuses on how Santiago uses his cultural knowledge to graduate from high
school and successfully complete his first year of college. This study is unique in that it
uses cultural wealth as a way to illustrate how students can gain a deeper sense of agency.
Similar to Araujo’s study (2012), Bejarano and Valverde (2012) also explore
stories of student success in higher education from within the farm worker community.
Bejarano and Valverde use mixed-methods research to focus specifically on patterns of
success for students entering New Mexico State University through the College
Assistance Migrant Program (CAMP). In this study, community cultural wealth is
applied to make sense of how the values that students bring with them into the university
are the same values that programs like CAMP foster more significantly as a part of their
structure. Bejarano and Valverde (2012) take Araujo’s research (2012) one step further in
not only exploring community cultural wealth for farm working students, but also
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applying the study’s findings about cultural capital to the CAMP program curriculum. In
this parallel value structure with students and within the CAMP program, students from
farm work backgrounds find a place and space that feels like familia and home within the
university at large through the practices inside the CAMP program.
Beyond telling the story of how students come into the institution with cultural
capital, some studies use their community cultural wealth research to challenge
problematic narratives about communities of Mexican and Latina/o students (Burciaga &
Erbstein, 2012; Espino, 2014; Pérez Huber, 2009; Pérez II, 2014). These studies burst
through a counter-story framework to drop their kernels of verdades into a problematic
mix of stories about their presumed deficiencies. The studies are not counter to a
dominant story – they become the story and take over the space. In a way, these studies
change the landscape of educational research about success for students of color.
In a study on Latina/o dropouts, Burciaga and Erbstein (2012) explore the
testimonios of six Latina/o and their experiences moving through the educational pipeline
on a journey to graduation. This study is another example of how the combination of a
community cultural wealth framework can reframe the lived experience of students. In
particular, this study focuses on moving from a narrative of despair and inadequacy to
one of strength and persistence. Pérez II (2014) would echo the intention and impact of
Burciaga and Erbstein’s study (2012) in its active reframing of the narrative of Latino
male achievement trends through community cultural wealth. Pérez II (2014) provides
context for how two Latino males successfully navigate the pathways in their
predominantly White research institutions. In this context, Pérez II highlights the
resources that Latino males, in their gross underrepresentation in higher education,
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employ at the university in order to reaffirm their ethnic identity and navigate around and
through barriers to their academic success. Much like Burciaga and Erbstein (2012),
Pérez II (2014) carefully and clearly asserts that community cultural wealth encourages a
narrative reframing that highlights Latino student patterns of achievement from a
strengths based approach.
The testimonios within Burciaga and Erbstein’s study (2012) belong to Latina
students who thrived and persevered through various obstacles in their quest for
graduation. The students reframe their lived reality as determined students. This
reframing is posited as their Truth that exists beyond the framework of a counter-story.
Rather, community cultural wealth is combined with testimonio to supersede a dominantcounter story binary. This study represents the students’ testimonios as central to
understanding the story. The research is one of determination and reframed success in the
face of various barriers to their success. Both aforementioned studies offer frameworks
from which to contextualize deficit-thinking frames for the success of Latinas and
Latinos (Burciaga and Erbstein, 2012; Pérez II, 2014).
In her exploration of undocumented Chicana testimonios, Pérez Huber’s research
(2009) uses community cultural wealth as a way to underscore the survival, resistance,
and navigational capital that these students bring to their university experience. This
study is particularly important in that community cultural wealth leads Pérez Huber to a
call for a human rights framework that demands institutions to realize the full academic
potential of undocumented students. This study adds to the literature about immigration
discourse in higher education and addresses racist nativism. Much like the other studies
that reframe discourse about achievement (Burciaga and Erbstein, 2012; Pérez II, 2014),
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Pérez Huber (2009) presents stories of the strengths and values that Chicanas bring into
education. Moreover, the testimonios in Pérez Huber’s research (2009) are not counterstories. Rather, they are a profession of the power and potential of undocumented
students to transform the landscape of their educational institutions from within their own
definitions of value, resources, and capital.
This same reframing is also present as similar communities of students of color
move into graduate studies. Espino (2014) uses community cultural wealth to
contextualize the pathway of 33 Mexican-American students into their PhD programs
across 15 different universities in the United States. The study looks at ways in which
each of the participants utilized and was reminded of the importance of using the various
forms of capital from Yosso’s (2005) community cultural wealth framework. Cultural
capital was used in order to successfully navigate the intricacies, processes, structures,
written and unwritten rules of engagement for their respective institutions’ graduate
programs. Within the study, Espino underscores the important value of channeling
community cultural wealth for Mexican-American students as a survival mechanism, and
more importantly as a way to flourish in graduate studies.
These aforementioned studies illustrate community cultural wealth as a
magnification of cultural strengths that students of color carry with them into the higher
education gauntlet. The studies highlight the students’ perseverance and determination as
part of the skills, advantages, and cultural capital that help students of color to succeed in
higher education. In this case, these studies highlight this community cultural wealth
from within communities of students who often identify as either Chicanx, Latinx, or
Mexican from farm worker backgrounds in the United States.
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Critical Practice
Much like the aforementioned studies, the research within this section also
underscores the strengths and values that students of color bring into the classroom. The
studies that I present in this section, however, have a similar focus to their use of
community cultural wealth frameworks. These various studies use community cultural
wealth as a lens through which educational programs and institutions can improve their
pedagogy and practice.
This lens helps to make sense of the spaces that foster more successful outcomes
in higher education for students of color. These studies illustrate how community cultural
wealth is used as a lens through which to critically assess and reframe problematic
practice and pedagogy that is of no use, and possibly even detrimental, to the success of
students of color (Aragon & Kose, 2007; Liou, Antrop-González, & Cooper, 2009). The
positioning of the cultural capital frameworks with a defined intention of honoring the
various values that students of color learn and bring with them from their home
environments.
In their research on the attrition and graduation rates for students color in
postsecondary education, Aragon and Kose (2007) use cultural capital in two ways. First,
they utilize cultural capital as a sense-making tool to understand how and why
institutions typically foster spaces that undervalue the resources that students of color
bring with them. The researchers also pose an enhanced framework of cultural capital.
They assert that in order to enhance the success of students of color in postsecondary
education, a much deeper and more comprehensive definition of cultural capital is
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necessary in postsecondary education. In this way, the framework will provide a deeper
breadth and scope of cultural capital for more students of color.
Aragon and Kose’s (2007) study set out to integrate cultural capital as a means of
assessing how postsecondary education could support the trajectory of students of color
through their institutions. Other studies serve as examples of how students use their
community cultural wealth as a way to overcome obstacles, supersede expectations at
their respective schools, and pave the way for more students of color. The research of
Liou, Antrop-González and Cooper (2009) reinforced the belief that students of color will
seek the resources within their community and home environments. This study
underscores that the integration of cultural capital from the home environments of
students of color is particularly salient when institutions continually fail to provide
student of color with the resources necessary to succeed in their pursuit of higher
education.
Jayakumar, Vue, and Allen (2013)’s study of the success of community-based and
motivated initiatives for student success and support illustrates this dynamic. Their study
demonstrates how communities of color will seek out spaces that reinforce community
cultural wealth as a means of perseverance in education. This dynamic was reinforced
with the community-initiated and Los Angeles-based college preparatory group, Young
Black Scholars (YBS). The relationship that YBS fostered with Black students in college
underscored the significance of community cultural wealth as a strengths-based value
assessment of success for students of color in higher education. More importantly, this
study is pivotal in understanding that students of color will seek ways to succeed in
higher education through the use of community cultural wealth, especially when their
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respective institutions have not provided that pathway for them. This survival tool is then
reframed as a mechanism for students of color to thrive at the college and university.
Other studies provide a deep dive into specific tasks and programs within higher
education that can be strengthened through the incorporation of a cultural capital (RiosEllis et al., 2015; Valdez & Lugg, 2010; Saathoff, 2015). Researchers use aspects of
community cultural wealth to explore how key service areas or support systems can
parallel the same values and capital that students of color already bring into the
institution. In this way, institutions are creating a landscape that already speaks to the
strengths of students of color.
In their study on Latinos in higher education, Rios-Ellis et al. (2015) uses
community cultural wealth to build a university peer-mentoring model to close the
achievement gap. This program is referred to as the Promotores de Educación peer
education group and the program is a function of the Hispanic-serving initiatives at
California State University, Long Beach. Valdez and Lugg (2010) review how public
schools can combine aspects of community cultural wealth with Latin Critical Race
theory to facilitate the success of communities of color, and in particular Chicana/os and
Latina/os. The researchers provide public educators with culturally relevant and
appropriate strategies that value the capital that communities of color bring into the
school system. In a study aimed at White pre-service teachers, Saathoff (2015) weaves
together the foundational tenets of community cultural wealth to give the teachers insight
into how to examine and critically assess their teaching style. In this study, the researcher
explores how a lens of community cultural wealth can encourage pre-service teachers to
be critical of their own practice. More importantly, the researcher seeks to teach pre-
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service teachers how to create educational spaces that honor the values that their Mexican
and Mexican-American students bring into the classroom.
Social Justice Cultural Performance
In this section, I provide a summary of studies that explore cultural performance
in the form of dance. In particular, the research within this section focuses on literature
that examines the relationship of cultural performance to different forms of education
with a focus on literature about higher education or performance that explain the history
of people of Mexican origin. This search was conducted through browsing literature at
the intersection of ethnic and cultural dance, folklore, and higher education. The limited
research provided gives deeper context for how to situate the folklórico testimonios
within this study.
In this section, I explore the literature about traditional dance forms as it relates to
Mexican culture. Over time, the literature on this topic has referred to this style of dance
and performance with words such as Hispanic, ethnic, Mexican, and Mexican-American
(Trujillo, 1975; Trujillo, 1979; Trujillo, 1981; Trujillo, 1983). The literature of these
subject areas within education is limited. The research provided within this section is a
mix of different designs and directions at the intersections of dance, performance,
education, and the Mexican community (broadly used to refer to all of the
aforementioned key terms). All studies within this section are organized around three
themes. The first theme revolves around the origins of Mexican folklórico within
education research. The second theme reviews key literature about the role of dance and
performance in higher education that connects to ethnic groups more generally. These
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key studies address how dance can be social justice performance. The final theme
discusses the role of conflict, peace, and healing in performance studies.
Mexican Folklórico in Education
This review has limited its span of literature to include those studies that explore
the relationship of Mexican cultural performance, dance, or folklórico within research
about education. For purposes of this section, the literature reviews the key research
within this area.
Earlier production of knowledge specifically around the role of Mexican dance
and education comes from a collection of research by Dr. Lorenzo A. Trujillo. His work
is foundational in the area of ethnic dance curriculum. Trujillo was one of the first
researchers to combine his research of traditional Mexican folklórico with education
research. In 1979, Trujillo first presented his research on the history of the Hispanic
dance experience to the Presidential Task Force on Hispanic American Arts. This
presentation is particularly foundational in that it was one of the first instances that a
researcher was publicly presenting the role and impact of traditional cultural performance
in education at a national level by United States researchers. This presentation provided a
description of the traditional dance, the research defined ethnic dance, and outlined the
significance of this dance form in the larger narrative of education in the United States
(Trujillo, 1979).
Soon after, Trujillo’s presentation of Hispanic dance for the Presidential Task
Force, he focused his research area in Northern California. To date, one of the only
quantitative research documents on folklore Mexicano and education came from
Trujillo’s research in the San Francisco Bay Area. Trujillo first set out to explore the
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relationship between a Hispanic Ethnic dance curriculum and students at San Francisco’s
Mission High School (Trujillo, 1981). The curriculum was comprised of the history,
folklore, and culture through what the researcher referred to as Latino Mexican dance.
Low achievement scores and a perceived sense of low self-concept initially motivated the
researcher to conduct this study of Mexican students at the school. Trujillo’s research was
a quantitative study that used treatment groups, control groups and various other
assessment tools to measure the impact that the dance curriculum had on the high school
students. In this much, Trujillo was taking his prior research and presentation (1979) and
applying his theoretical assumptions about the role of dance in the San Francisco Bay
Area (1981). The Mission High School study did report a noticeable positive impact on
self-concept and achievement for students who were exposed to the curriculum. This
study is particularly important in that it is one of the first and few documents that exists
as a review of traditional Mexican dance as an impact on students’ education.
Trujillo’s (1983) earlier work on the Hispanic tradition serves as a teacher’s guide
to inform practice for teachers of the folkloric tradition. This particular study, however,
makes no distinction between such terms as Hispanic and Mexican. More importantly,
this research combines the psychological and cultural values of traditional waltzes within
this style of dance that has a much heavier Spanish influence in its execution, dress, and
dance style.
Trujillo’s research on folklórico was not without its diverse applications,
definitions, and foundations. Most of Trujillo’s earlier research on the subject of Mexican
folklórico in the United States conflates terms such as Hispanic, Latino, and ethnic with
dances that originate from México and Spain interchangeably (Trujillo, 1975; Trujillo,
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1979; Trujillo, 1981; Trujillo, 1983). Still, all of the aforementioned research was
foundational in setting the groundwork for literature about traditional Mexican folklórico
dance within education.
The 1970s and 1980s was one of the last time periods that included a documented
exploration of Mexican folklórico as a part of education research, until recently.
Although the research was based on indigenouse education, Colín’s (2014) study of the
role of indigenous education in dance and ceremony relates tangentially to the pool of
research on education and dance forms that connect to people whose family origins are
from México. In this research, Colin reviews how sacred and ritual performance of
indigenous education and community standards and practices can be found in modernday performance of danza. Colín (2014) discusses the role of and need for community in
indigenous cultures. Specifically, Colín connects the role of community work to a civic
duty that then contributes to the sustainability of indigenous communities. This ancient
concept is framed as tequio and is central to the life and vitality of community
connection. In his research, the ancient concept of tequio is then rooted to in modern-day
practice of indigenous ceremonies and rituals, including dance. This research paves the
way for more contemporary educational research on the role of dance and performance
for communities who can trace their heritage to México.
The most recent and direct text of dance and education in the Mexican community
explores ties of kinship and intersectional identity for queer mexicanos in folklórico.
Pérez’s (2016) testimonio explores the close connections that four friends and hermanas
have with one another. Specifically, the research uses testimonio to tease out how each of
their respective stories tell of their experience as dancers, as friends, as hermanas, as
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queer mexicanos, and more. The research engages with the dancers as individuals and
together at once. Pérez’s research marks the most recent publication of research about
Mexican folklórico and identity through an education-based theoretical framework.
Dance as Social Justice Praxis
In considering the relationship between dance, culture, and education, some
studies have explored the dynamic within these variables and their impact on student
success. The following literature provides more general explorations of the role of dance
in education. Most of the research findings are determined through exploring these
dynamics within communities of color outside of students who identify as Mexican,
Chicanx, or Latinx.
One key element that the literature clearly underscores in its exploration of dance
education about racial and ethnic communities is the impactful role of researcher and
educator bias and limitations. Power, privilege, identity, and access to information play a
crucial role in how dance education about communities of color is disseminated.
Rovegno and Gregg (2007) explore the findings of a research project that introduced
Native American folk dance units to a classroom environment. The study was qualitative
in nature. The purpose of the project was to support a critical analysis and interrogation
of curriculum decisions about the history and traditions of communities of color. The two
White women researchers taught the unit to a class that was primarily comprised of
African American elementary school children. The research underscored the importance
of taking into consideration cultural and subject matter ignorance when teaching folk
dance and geography of communities whom you do not identify with.
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Kerr-Berry (2004) takes Rovegno and Gregg’s research (2007) to task as well. In
Kerr-Berry’s editorial, the researcher posits the matter of misinformed teaching in the
world of ethnic dance. By probing and asking about the context and permission for
educators to teach the history, style, and discipline of dance styles that belong to
countries and cultures outside of their own community. This document becomes a call to
action for educators to pursue further dialogue on the matter of cross-cultural sharing of
dance pedagogy and practice. In turn, this call to action calls to mind Rovegno and
Gregg’s original finding: White teachers educating African American youth about Native
history, folklore, and dance will be impacted by the teachers’ racial identity.
In a way, Risner and Stinson (2010) research on social justice dance education
becomes a solution to the challenges found within earlier accounts of ethnic dance
exploration (Kerr-Berry, 2004; Rovegno & Gregg, 2007). Risner and Stinson challenge
educators to consider how dance education could and should invoke principles of social
justice in dance curriculum. By acknowledging that stepping into the landscape of social
justice education in dance can be frightening, the process of seeking equity in ethnic
dance can be made less difficult. By openly embracing the difference within our
community practices and making the differences more familiar within the context of
performance and dance, dancers can more closely relate to and understand the role of
dance in promoting social justice.
Similar to Risner and Stinson’s research (2010), Roberts (2011) also explores the
pedagogical processes that connect dance choreography and performance to social justice
frameworks. This study comments on the translation of current and historical social
phenomena into messages and commentary through movement and story-telling on stage.
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Through this lens of social justice art, this study carefully deconstructs the influence that
dance can have in communicating messages about power and critical consciousness. The
author asserts that “conceptualizing dance as a critical site of encounter for dancers and
viewing audiences . . . is a blend of raising awareness, reflection, and social action (p.
332).
The tenets of both prior studies remind readers of the importance of integrating
discomfort and the unfamiliar as part of the process of social justice dance education
(Risner & Stinson, 2010; Roberts, 2011). Risner and Stinson (2010) find unique parallels
between dancer training of the physical body and a stretching of comfort levels and
consciousness with social justice education. In dance, the physical body will stretch,
bend, and move. In the same way, this practice can push dancers to stretch, bend, and
move their consciousness. In exploring the role of critical consciousness for performance
and performers, Roberts (2011) reviews the important and necessary body of work of
prominent black choreographers and performers in an effort to push and move beyond
dominant frames for conceptualizing the role and extent of performance and social justice
story-telling. Social justice dance education requires a movement into discomfort for the
sake of capturing the essence of the stories through the dance.
Risner and Stinson (2010) urge dance educators to make the unfamiliar familiar.
This call to action is reflected in how researchers might inform their daily practice in
education through different media. Issari (2011) adopts this framework in working with
the Greek-American community in the United States. In this research, Issari provides
insight into the landscape of Greek-American identity development and nurturing within
the community through the use of dance. The study is an exploration of Greek American
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culture and practice in the United States in order to inform counseling services for GreekAmericans. The study reveals how dance becomes the conduit for knowledge about the
culture, for socialization patterns, and for intra group dialogue and connection. Issari’s
research is instrumental for the body of literature around ethnic and cultural identity and
dance in that it declares dance education as a story of embodied language. In considering
that dance education is an embodied process, it is easier to understand why researchers in
prior studies found it difficult to connect the content of their dance education with their
audience (Kerr-Berry, 2004; Rovegno & Gregg, 2007).
Issari’s research (2011) asserts that dance must no longer be viewed as an
autonomous act, but rather as a layered and complex combination of multiple negotiated
and contested ideologies (p. 254). Similarly, the research of Tezozomoc, Danza Azteca
Huehueteotl, and Danza Azteca Tenochtitlan (1997) pushes the boundaries of this
contested reality of dance education as a social justice praxis. The researchers explore the
role that the diffusion of traditional danza Azteca has in teaching nearly-forgotten cultural
traditions and languages. This research focuses on the impact that involvement in danza
(dance) has on teaching dancers to learn the indigenous language of Nahuatl. The
researchers discuss the history and context of danza, of classic Nahuatl, and of the
indigenous community within a larger story of colonialism and cultural preservation. In
this way, this fusion of Nahuatl and danza incorporate the elements of social justice
dance education and push the reader to consider alternative means of connecting the
history and content of the art form to the audience (Issari, 2011; Kerr-Berry, 2004; Risner
& Stinson, 2010; Roberts, 2011; Rovegno & Gregg, 2007)
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Performance, the State, and Imagination
In reviewing trends regarding the prevalence of Mexican folklórico in the United
States, it is helpful to look to the literature regarding the rise of theatre and performance
in regions where art production is linked to peace, conflict, and in many instances, the
government. The following section is a brief review of key studies that survey
performance through a lens of conflict, peace, and the government, which I refer to as the
State.
In exploring theater within the former Yugoslavia, Milosevic (2011) recalls the
close relationship that theatre had with the government. Milosevic’s research explores the
role of peace and healing through theatre. Her writing begins with mentioning the role of
the government in art within this context. Specifically, this relationship is critical to
understanding the implications of the research: “theatre and art in general were statesupported and thus state-controlled. There was no independent theatre scene, only
institutional theatres with permanent ensembles” (p. 25). Government-funding for art and
performance is a double-edged sword. On the one hand, performance groups and artists
struggle less to fund their projects. However, government-controlled funding can often
mean heavier levels of surveillance and regulation with the content and style of art that is
produced with government funds. (Milosevic, 2011; Mulekwa, 2011).
In Mulekwa’s (2011) exploration of performance in Uganda, theatre is
inextricably linked to both war and peace. In this research, Mulekwa writes about the role
of the Ugandan National Theatre as a sanctuary for artists and performers: “The Uganda
National Theatre in the capital, Kampala, is – paradoxically – the embodiment of both the
British colonial project in Uganda and the native struggles for independence, peace, and
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justice. This monumental cultural landmark has been both a theatre of oppression and a
theatre of the oppressed; both a site of violence and injustice, and a force for justice and
peace” (p. 47). Through his description of the National Theatre, Mulekwa draws a direct
parallel between the inescapable irony of producing performance of resistance within a
structure that is a monument of British colonialism. The connections between art,
performance, and the government are connected.
In further exploring the role of theatre and peacebuilding, Musleh (2011) explores
the role of suffering in the collective identity development of Palestinians. In this
research on resistance theatre in Palestine, Musleh asserts that theatre becomes a creative
outlet for youth to envision the possibilities of moving beyond violence and suffering and
towards peace. Musleh states, “This path not only encourages young people to lead
fulfilling lives in the present; it also nourishes their imagination and builds the capacities
they need to participate in and lead the Palestinian society in the future” (p. 99). For some
regions of the world, suffering and violence shape identity, and performance becomes a
space through which to imagine future possibilities of life and society beyond the rubble
of violence. In this way, art and performance become a space from which to practice
imagination.
Creativity is a function of imagination. In a review of conflict and violence in
Argentina and Peru, Varea (2011) explores the role of healing, creativity, and theatre in
1) resisting State-sanctioned violence and abductions, and 2) acting as tool to shape
identity. Performance becomes a way with which to make space for healing through
exposing, deconstructing, and positioning violent acts to shape a future of healing and
peace. As Varea states, “the role that creativity has played in resisting the machinery of
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death is as old as violence itself” (p. 155). Creative use of theatre in the face of violence
and death in these South American communities was vital to accessing imagination and,
in turn, healing.
The need for creativity in telling stories of violent moments in time is critical to
shaping performance that builds on movements of peace. In his conversations about art
and justice work in racist, twenty-first century America, John O’Neal (2011) offers a
perspective on story-sharing that reveals a deeper connection to sense-making. This
research discusses the need to build movements for racial justice work that is founded in
activism, education, and art. Each of these three components can inform one another
through a lens that centers the power of story-telling. Activists would extend the scope of
their labor by applying techniques related to collaboration and the ensemble development
to their process for engaging members of the community. Educators expand on learning
outcomes by incorporating art into the process and product of their work with students in
the classroom and in the community. Artists gain a deeper understanding of the
experiences, motivations, and challenges of members within the community in which
they practice and execute their craft.
These brief examples of research explore the relationship between performance,
conflict, the State, and artful expression. Each of these studies are important to this
testimonio research for two reasons. First, folklórico as a cultural performance art in the
United States is largely an independently funded art movement. Few, if any, folklórico
groups are funded outside of independent, private, or not-for-profit initatives and
endeavors. The few folklórico groups that are situated within state-funded institutions are
not directly funded by the institution, and often rely on local fundraising by performers’
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independent efforts. While art as an academic discipline that is funded by many Statefunded institutions, traditional Mexican folklórico often falls outside the parameters of
this funding model. Second, these examples of healing and peace building through
performance lay the foundation for a framework that explores the role of imaginative
space in performance. Imagination, in turn, becomes a process through which performers
can make sense of the present, envision the future, and manifest realities that empower
communities and resist toxic (and violent) messages for communities of color.
In shaping their anthology on performance and the creative transformation of
conflict, Cohen, Varea, and Walker (2011b) shaped a collection of performance research
around peace building. In this effort, the editors made a deliberate effort to move away
from centering the body of work around performance as “theater”. Instead, the
researchers center the collection around “performance” as a term that is encompasses a
wider variety of art. Specifically, this deliberate shift made space to include performance
art that moved beyond traditional theatricality to include embodied expression.
In her research on performance art as both memory and praxis, Taylor (2003) also
asserts the multidimensionality of performance in her research on cultural memory
through performance. Taylor discusses the landscape of performance studies as
constituting more than traditional notions of performance. Today, performance studies is
broad enough to be considered as an epistemology, one that encompasses practices and
events that include the theatrical and the rehearsed, as well as conventional and eventspecific behaviors and rituals. In this context, Taylor asserts “embodied practice, along
with and bound up with other cultural practices, offers a way of knowing” (p. 3). This
notion is again reinforced in Cohen, Varea, and Walker’s (2011b) exploration of
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performance and conflict transformation. In her research, Taylor (2003) further asserts
that performance studies interrogates the concept of performance and challenges the
reader to imagine that performance extends beyond the limits of movement. Performance
can be embodied and also, most certainly, transcends the physical to include events in
space and time.
In their research, Cohen, Varea, and Walker (2011b) extend the contexts of
performance to include three specific categories of performance: traditional rituals as
performance, community-based performance, and artist-based performance. In traditional
rituals, the generational knowledge from within a community is incorporated into a
specific action or activity that bonds the entire community. Most community members
have a role or part within the ritual. Community-based performance is a style in which
community members with minimal theatrical or training produce work under the
supervision and direction of more skilled performance professionals. The goal of
community-based performance is rooted in the value and strength of relationship building
that is, in turn, balanced with the aesthetic and the artistic. The last category is artistbased performance, which defines productions by trained professionals. In this style, art
is born out of a performer’s own self-expressive needs and also from an interest to
provide the audience with transformational and emotional experiences through the
production.
Each of the studies about Mexican cultural performance, social justice praxis, and
conflict and healing is relevant in that it connects the role of performance and traditional
cultural dance to the preservation of culture, the diffusion of traditions and practices, and
a space of healing and growth. More importantly, this brief overview provides a backdrop
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through which community cultural wealth and social justice cultural performance can
review and analyze folklórico testimonios of identity, community, and agency for
Mexican folkloristas in higher education.
Testimonio
This larger research study uses testimonio as a means of exploring the lived
realities of Mexican folkloristas as a methodology. Still, testimonio is a means through
which to make sense of each dancers’ identity-development, community-building
process, and consciousness-raising. Beyond the methodology, testimonio explores these
aforementioned relationships as an extension of radical storytelling and community
cultural wealth framework. In order to more fully understand the impact of this research
through testimonio, the following section is organized in two parts. The first section
explores key publications within testimonio as radical storytelling. This research is
critical to understanding how testimonio research in creating spaces of imagination and
sanctuary can make more space for storytelling as healing. The second section explores
three qualitative studies for their unique usage of testimonio and community cultural
wealth. Although these studies do not necessarily incorporate the frame of cultural capital
as a key function of the theoretical framework, the testimonios call the reader to consider
the values, voices, and strengths that the participants bring to the story (in content, in
format, and otherwise). These studies invoke the spirit of community cultural wealth and
are critical to understanding the relationship of testimonio to education in theory, in its
practice, and methodology.
Specifically, this section highlights studies that illustrate the critical role that
testimonio as methodology can have on bearing witness to the re-centering of Truth and
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voz for communities of color in education. Testimonio as a method is explored in detail
within the methodology section of this study. This section is dedicated to exploring the
various studies that address the use of testimonio in education and with
Chicanx/Latinx/Mexican students. These studies are framed as an extension of
community cultural wealth.
Testimonio as Radical Storytelling
This section explores testimonio as a powerful story-telling tool from Latin Critical
Race Theory and as a way for participants to share their experiences with folklórico. This
section provides an overview of recent and related literature about testimonio on this
topic. Each of these works about testimonio shape a foundation from which to better
understand the role of testimonio in this study.
In a special issue on testimonio as radical story-telling and creative resistance,
testimonio is framed as a space from which to highlight story as soulful and sacred.
Fuentes and Pérez (2016) center the role of art and creativity in testimonios about
movement-making in light of recent events that inflict violence and hatred on
marginalized communities, especially those individuals at the intersections of our more
disproportionately impacted communities (Fuentes & Pérez, 2016). In their article on the
testimonio as a sacred space from which to frame sanctuary, the authors underscore the
important role of artists and cultural workers in using story-telling to disrupt and build
simultaneously – a radical methodology for creative soulful resistance and sanctuary.
Testimonio is about the story in content and form, in product and process (Cruz, 2012;
Delgado Bernal, Burciaga, & Carmona, 2012; Fuentes & Pérez, 2016). The way in which
the story is shared is just as important to the value and message of the testimonio as the
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actual content of the message.
In exploring both individual and collective testimonio, Farima Pour-Khorshid
(2016) explores both individual and collective testimonios in an effort to excavate the
racialized experiences that she describes as deep, raw, painful, and empowering. Holding
this tension as part of both the product and process (Correa & Lovegrove, 2012; Cruz,
2012; Delgado Bernal, Burciaga, & Carmona, 2012; Fuentes & Pérez, 2016) is part of the
impact of testimonio. In navigating individual testimonios and eventually a collective
testimonio, the contributors each “created a sense of unity, support, and compassion in
ways that allowed us each to travel to each other’s worlds with playfulness and loving
perception” (p. 29). The way in which this testimonio was shared was just as critical to
the story as the message itself. Both product and process shaped the meaning of healing
and empowerment from these testimonios.
Extensiónes de Community Cultural Wealth
Testimonio artfully weaves together process, form, and content to tell stories, to
tell truth, to share lived realities. In this context, testimonio researchers have found ways
to utilize testimonio as a story-sharing, story-shaping, and Truth-telling medium all in
one. Benmayor’s research (2012) explores the role of digital storytelling through text,
voice, image, and sound as a means of sharing urgent testimonios of historically
marginalized subjects. This research recommends the integration of digital testimonio as
signature pedagogy for Latin@ Studies. This research is a prime example of the role that
digital storytelling has within the larger body of testimonio work. Benmayor
differentiates that all digital testimonios are digital stories, but not all digital stories are
testimonios. This distinction is important to keep in mind when negotiating the
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intersectional structure of exposing oppressive structures within testimonio
(re)production. Benmayor states, “my claim is that digital testimonio is a type of digital
story that expresses core epistemologies of Latin@ Studies and involves a collaborative
process of production and creation” (p. 510). Students are prompted to read particular
stories and texts that trigger a process of concientización. This process sparks awareness
of struggle within a larger context before the students begin to digitize their
understanding of this experience through testimonio. Students move through a six-stage
process of creating digital story-sharing and production with application of embodied
knowledge. This cycle fuels the creation of digital testimonio.
Beyond this research on digital testimonio as knowledge (re)production, reflexión
becomes a critical function of testimonio as well. In this research Espino, Vega, Rendón,
Ranero, and Muñiz (2012) review the lived experiences of four Latina scholars from
different generations. Each of the scholars were at different stages of either completing
their doctorate degrees or beginning their academic careers. Their testimonios are used as
a way to explore resistance through personal narrative. The four testimonios were shared
during a symposium in which other Latina scholars were invited to listen to the
testimonios and engage with the four scholars in a reflexive dialogue that the authors
refer to as reflexión. In their research, Espino et al. state,
Reflexión entails an examination of the inner self and sharing that inner self with a
trusted dialogue partner. Through reflexión we move beyond self-reflection and
self-inquiry toward a shared experience where our dialogue partners reflect our
truths back to us as they share their own life journeys. (p.445)
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The process of reflexión helps the authors to situate their lived experience within the
larger fabric of social structures.
This process of reflexión is what Benmayor (2012) would argue is critical to
keeping in mind how the structure and production of testimonio actively resists
oppressive structure. The research of Espino et al. (2012) remind the reader of the
importance of examining text, story, and knowledge production at multiple points
throughout the organization of data. In their study, the researchers concentrated their
reflexión through the body of testimonios, within the feedback and critique offered by the
invited scholars, and then within the analysis of the testimonios and the feedback as a
larger group. Testimonio reflexión allowed for a space in which Espino et al. could
investigate and analyze painful lived experience within larger systems and the healing
that is born of this process of individual and collective sharing and analysis.
Flores and Garcia (2009) also discuss the role of testimonio as a means of creating
“Latina space” for the discussion of issues that were critical to a Latina identity. This
research is based on the work of Benmayor (2012) and Telling to live: Latina feminist
testimonios (The Latina Feminist Group, 2001). The sharing of testimonios for students
and scholars of color, especially women of color, becomes a means of survival on
predominantly White campuses. In their research, Flores and Garcia (2009) build upon
the work of other testimonio researchers and utilize the role of reflexión (Espino et al.,
2012) as a means of truly challenging oppressive knowledge (re)production (Benmayor,
2012) in the spirit of community cultural wealth (Yosso, 2005).
Testimonio is shared as a means of survival and creating community. Reading and
sharing testimonios is a process that allows for each of the testimonialistas to learn from
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one another in the spirit of community through the various Latinidades that are brought
forward. This testimonio research speaks to the importance of negotiating both
knowledge learned at home and in education as a strength within higher education space
for students who identify as Mexican. This shared knowledge is a strength. In Flores and
Garcia’s research (2009), Latinas learn to negotiate both spaces of home and academia.
Through these shared testimonios, Latinas learn to unpack stories of memory, pain,
silences, and untold taboos as well as family wisdom that academia can never teach.
Flores and Garcia discuss the important power that the sharing of these testimonios,
papelitos guardados and stories have for people of color, especially women of color, on
predominantly White campuses.
Testimonios amplify community voices and reframe Truth. The aforementioned
testimonio studies were specifically highlighted for the key theoretical and
methodological tenets that will help to unpack the relationship of identity-development,
community-building, and advocacy for Mexican students through the product and the
process of using testimonios. Community cultural wealth underscores the value systems
that communities of color carry with them in higher education. This literature draws
parallels between the rich experiences of students of color, between the role of social
justice and dance education, and between the act of reflecting and story-sharing as a
means of validating and empowering self in the process of honoring community cultural
wealth.
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CHAPTER 3: METHODOLOGY
In the following section, I describe the overall research design and questions that
guide this qualitative research in folklórico testimonios. This study borrows from Critical
Race Theory and Latin Critical Race Theory in its use of testimonio as methodology. I
will first restate the purpose of the study as a reminder of the questions that guide this
research. Next, I outline the design for this research, which includes descriptions of the
spaces for the folklórico testimonios. After framing the space from which I collect the
folklórico testimonios, I describe the selection process for the folkloristas who choose to
participate in this study. I also include a section with important ethical considerations to
keep in mind as a researcher and participant in this study. I conclude this section with a
description of how I plan to collect testimonios, record testimonios, and author my own
testimonio as part of this collective body of folklórico stories.
Research Design
As previously stated, essentially no research has been done on the role of
traditional Mexican folklórico and identity development, community building, and
empowerment for Mexican students as they move through higher education. Only one
study has been conducted on the impact of testimonio within this folklórico community
as a means of exploring dancers’ relationship with higher education (Pérez, 2016). More
importantly, no research has been conducted on this topic in a method that captures the
essence of people’s stories, voices, the space, the emotion, the character, the dynamic –
all of the organic, the social, the emotional. The CuerpoMenteAlmaCorazón of folklórico
testimonios are critical elements to the successful exploration of dance, love, culture,
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identity, and community within this research. These dynamics are captured through what
identify as spatial testimonio and are explained in greater detail later in this section.
The folklórico testimonios embedded within this research are explored through
the use of the written, the spoken, and the transactional in the various forms of expressing
the art of folklórico: through teaching, through watching, and through practicing dance in
various contexts and spaces. This research borrows from Latin Critical Race Theory to
highlight the stories of folkloristas through testimonio as methodology. More specifically,
this research includes the collection of testimonios from individual dancers and also from
groups of dancers in a variety of settings depending on how the dancers preferred to share
their stories. In this study, I refer to these small groups as colectivas. Some testimonios
engage individual dancers and their stories of fólklorico. Other stories were born of the
interactions between folkloristas within colectivas. More importantly, each of the
folkloristas had an opportunity to shape, develop, and propose how their stories would be
documented within the context of this research.
Beyond working with individuals and colectivas of folkloristas, some of the
stories also produced opportunities for spatial testimonios. This third possible
opportunity for capturing testimonios exists within individual dancers, groups of dancers,
and shared spaces simultaneously. This additional story-telling moment included the
collective testimonio of an environment, the voices of dancers, the sights, sounds, colors,
and emotions of a shared space and time. I refer to this style of testimonio as a spatial
testimonio – a story that is authored by a collective dynamic of sentimientos and
sensaciones that all are born of the dance, of folklórico. In this way, spatial testimonios
includes folklórico testimonios that emerge from spaces and contexts that are not
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exclusively tied to a person or group of people. Rather, these testimonios include the
stories and Truth of folkloristas as well as the collective energy and Truth that these
spatial testimonios create within a performance space. Spatial testimonios provide a more
solid foundation from which to make sense of the aforementioned research questions.
More importantly, spatial testimonios allow the CuerpoMenteAlmaCorazón to act as
author of its own folklórico testimonio. All of these testimonios explain the relationship
that folklórico has to Mexican college and/or university students who are engaged in
identity-development, community building, and advocacy within shared spaces. These
folklórico stories of shared space are spatial testimonios of embodied Truth for dancers
who identify as Mexican.
This research design takes foundational tenets of both CRT and LatCrit to inform
a community cultural wealth framework. Each of these elements help to makes sense of
the role that testimonio plays in collecting and analyzing data – in collecting and making
sense of Truth and lived realities. In order to understand the role of folklórico in the
Mexican community, I provide a cursory overview of foundational literature relative to
testimonio as it relates to folklórico and cultural performance art. Most importantly, the
literature in this section illustrates the use of testimonio as a methodological tool. A
review of the theoretical foundations of testimonio research helps to contextualize the
multi-dimensional role of folklórico within the Mexican community and within higher
education. The intersectional approach to highlighting stories through testimonio allows
the fullest expression of the value that folklórico has in the lives of dancers.
Testimonio & Latin Critical Race Theory (Lat Crit)
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In order to make sense of the impact of testimonios as stand-alone projects of voz
y valor within LatCrit, I provide brief insight into the role of Critical Race Theory’s
(CRT) use of counter-stories or counter-narratives. In reviewing the role of counternarrative research, the role of testimonio is made clearer. Solórzano and Yosso (2002a)
theorize about the role that critical race counter-stories play in shaping pedagogy:
“storytelling, a technique with a long tradition in the social sciences, humanities, and the
law, is a CRT [Critical Race Theory] method used to examine how race and racism shape
the experiences of students of color in higher education” (p. 156). At the start of their
article, Solórzano and Yosso (2002a) invite the reader to suspend judgment and allow for
the conversation to situate itself organically within the psyche of the audience. The
narrative itself is not the counter-story. Rather, the fact that the story never happened
outside of Claudia’s mind is the counter-narrative. Before concluding, Solórzano and
Yosso remind the reader once again that effective counter-stories need the reader to
suspend all judgment as they sift through the critical moments within the text and subtext
of the story. Thus, the article reminds the audience of the important role of dreams for
oppressed groups. Dreams, hopes and imagination thus become a central theme to
counter-narratives of resistance and empowerment, especially as they relate to race and
racism.
Through this disguised counter-narrative, Solórzano and Yosso (2002a) highlight
the diversity of counter-storytelling moments within academia. Stories do not necessarily
have to be spoken or acted upon in order for their transformative power to root firmly in
the fabric of critical race theory counter-narratives. The scholars remind readers that
through the suspension of disbelief, society can envision and experience alternate truths
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and realities. Ultimately, these counter-narratives shift the focus away from dominant
discourse that reifies Whiteness and instead highlights the experience of communities of
color.
Critical Race Theory through counter-narratives emphasize the transformational
potential of storytelling in challenging unexamined spaces that disenfranchise youth of
color in education (Solórzano & Yosso, 2002a; Solórzano & Yosso, 2002b). Other
critical race theorists such as Ladson-Billings and Tate IV (1995) also discuss the value
of story-telling and critical race theory as a transformational and healing element in the
landscape of racial oppression and disenfranchisement in education. The scholars
proposed that race had been largely un-theorized in academia as it related specifically to
conversations about social inequality. More numbers of education scholars of color are
questioning how research is conducted relative to the experiences of people of color.
Ladson-Billings and Tate assert that “ . . . without authentic voices of people of color (as
teachers, parents, administrators, students, and community members) it is doubtful that
we can say or know anything useful about education in their communities” (p. 58). Thus,
Ladson-Billings and Tate (1995), as well as Yosso (2005), provide critical pillars to the
foundation of critical race theory within research on counter-narratives for people of
color.
Solórzano and Yosso (2002b) highlight how critical race methodology can be
used as a framework for educational research through the use of counter-narratives. The
scholars argue that critical race theory anchors race and racism within education in an
effort to both eliminate racism within education and eliminate other forms of
subordination based on gender, class sexual orientation, language, and national origin.
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Critical race theory emphasizes the pervasive nature of racism within unexamined master
narratives that tend to retell the story of the low-achieving student of color in educational
research. In educational research, critical race theory focuses on the relationship of race
and racism to other forms of subordination, works to subvert dominant ideology,
practices a commitment to social justice work, places the experience of people of color at
center, and argues for an approach that incorporates multiple methodologies from more
than just one discipline at once (Solórzano and Yosso, 2002b).
The examination of Whiteness thus becomes an essential component to infusing
critical race theory in academic research. Solórzano and Yosso (2002b) combine this
critical examination of white space and discourse with narratives and assert that White
privilege plays a crucial role in shaping master stories about race. The scholars proclaim,
“we define the counter-story as a method of telling the stories of those people whose
experiences are not often told (i.e., those on the margins of society). The counter-story is
also a tool for exposing, analyzing, and challenging the majoritarian stories of racial
privilege” (p. 32). Solórzano and Yosso (2002b) go on to define counter-stories as having
four main functions. First, counter-stories build community among marginalized
identities. Secondly, these stories challenge the perceived common knowledge produced
from the center of society. Counter-stories provide a glimpse into new realities that help
to unite those voices at the margins of society. Lastly, they teach the reader that a
combination of story and current reality can often create third spaces that are richer and
are neither story nor reality alone. Most critical to the work of counter-narratives in
discourse around race and racism is the intersectional and multi-faceted approach of
critical race theory story-creation:
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Using critical race methodology confirms that we must look to experiences with
and responses to racism, sexism, classism, and heterosexism in and out of schools
as valid, appropriate, and necessary forms of data. Critical race methodology
contextualizes student-of-color experiences in the past, present, and future.
(Solórzano and Yosso, 2002b, p. 37)
Thus, the research of Solórzano and Yosso pave the way to understanding the
significance of counter-narratives in exposing the pervasive influence of dominant
discourse on race within and throughout the intersections of our identities. Moreover, it is
critical to examine the hegemonic influence of master narratives that exist within these
intersecting systems of power and racial ideology.
For purposes of this study, a review of tangential and somewhat-related storysharing research such as counter-narratives is crucial to understanding the history of Lat
Crit and testimonio. The aforementioned research establishes a foundation that solidifies
the transformative, healing and empowering qualities of counter-narratives for
subordinated groups. Lat Crit infused this foundation with an additional lens of race and
ethnicity that focused on the role of intersectional identity from a framework of
Chicanx/Latinx identity. LatCrit urged CRT counter-narratives to consider the
transformational potential of stories about intersections of other communities and
identities at the intersection of race and ethnicity. Additionally, Lat Crit pushed counternarratives to consider the format for story-sharing as part of the process of developing
stories that exist outside of a master-counter narrative binary.
Testimonios of dance, resilience and pride give voice to the intersections of
identities that live on the dance floor in the name of folkórico and in the name of la
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cultura Mexicana. Testimonios allow for a full mind, body, and spirit experience – the
MindBodySpirit. The stories within this paper allow each folklorista’s Truth to take
shape in a way that is authentic to their experience through the voice, structure, and tone
of each testimonio. In this way, testimonio is used as methodology in radical storytelling
(Cruz, 2012). Testimonio allows for risk-taking in incorporating the MindBodySpirit into
research via its use as methodology, which I will discuss in more detail within this study.
In order to make sense of present-day testimonio, it is especially important to
understand that the tenets of testimonio have roots in Behar’s (1996) work on the value
and practice of observation. Behar’s research assumes an anthropological frame of
reference. Even still, this research serves as an example of the foundations of testimonio
as an interdisciplinary methodology and practice that begs for researcher vulnerability
and participation in the process of story sharing. Behar (1996) discusses the dilemma of
vulnerability in academia. In this dilemma of vulnerability, Behar begs the question of
why researchers expose their vulnerability. Her question is a call for critical
consciousness and an invitation for further vulnerability. In this much, as an
anthropologist, Behar sets up a foundational context for understanding the role of
researcher vulnerability. Behar asks how we might make ethnography (or any research)
as passionate as our personal narratives – “can we give both the observer and the
observed a chance at tragedy?” (p. 18). In essence, Behar’s research gives entrée to a
discussion about reflexivity and the role of researcher within testimonio.
In his research on testimonio from a postmodernist lens, Yudice (1991) takes on
the role of researcher in testimonio. Yudice argues for the elimination of the scholar
researcher as the spokesperson for the voiceless. Instead, he posits that testimonios offer
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the perspective of the testimonialista as providing their story, their cuento as their own.
The literary components of testimonio provide discourse that allows for a reworked
identity that is not created solely for the purposes of self-defense and survival, but also
for the aesthetic. The stories may not necessarily parallel dominant literary methods that
have been legitimized by what Yudice refers to as dominant educational, publishing, and
professional institutions. Testimonio is artful resistance.
Testimonio requires the researcher to be open and vulnerable to their experience
of being both a part of the creation and the sharing of the story. Lat Crit uses race and
ethnicity as a lens through which to make sense of the impact of intersectional identity
frameworks. Delgado Bernal, Burciaga, and Carmona (2012) describe testimonio as both
product and process. Specifically, the researchers assert, “while the methodological
strategy of testimonio is by no means limited to the research conducted by or with
Chicanas/Latinas, the ways in which it has been articulated and enacted by these scholars
mirror a sensibility that allows the mind, body, and spirit to be equally valuable sources
of knowledge and embrace the engagement of social transformation” (p. 365).
Testimonios should tell the story – the cuento – of the testimonialista. The literary
components of testimonio provide stories about identity that are not shared solely for the
purposes of self-defense and survival, but also for the aesthetic. In this sense, testimonio
is artful resistance. In an exploration of testimonio in urban classrooms, Cruz (2012)
refers to testimonio as a tool for radical storytelling. Cruz paints the image of testimonio
as a visceral process that is healthy, nourishing, and necessary for the subversion of
dominant narratives. Cruz asserts that the testimonialist is not so focused on story-sharing
for an individual gain. Rather, testimonio is methodology that transforms and uproots the
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narratives that so often exclude the voice of the marginalized. Testimonio provides a
space from which the reader can position critical self reflection.
In an effort to understand the value of performance, Correa and Lovegrove (2012)
offer a performance testimonio as a means of unpacking and interrogating
hybrid/assimilated identities. As a Puerto Rican Latina and a White Chicana, both
scholars explore the ways in which they each interact, resist, produce, and maintain
oppressive paradigms. The authors explore this paradigm through a metaphor of
ricemaking – representing love, sadness and loss. This research first started as two
separate autoethnographic projects in the spirit of critical performance ethnography.
Upon a review by colleagues doing work in Latino testimonios, the scholars developed
their collaborative testimonio as a performance testimonio. The format and method of
testimonio collection and sharing became just as important as the themes that emerged
from within the stories.
More recent developments in testimonio research are expanding and challenging
the medium through which we are witness to testimonio. Benmayor (2012) explores the
role of digital story-telling through text, voice, image, and sound as a means of sharing
urgent testimonios of historically marginalized subjects. This research recommends the
integration of digital testimonio as signature pedagogy for Latin@ Studies. This research
is a prime example of the role that digital storytelling has within the larger body of
testimonio work.
The goal of testimonio is not to parallel dominant traditions of story-sharing.
Rather, testimonio aims to reframe Truth and to center participant experience and
consciousness as critical and central to the process of creation and reflection. As Cruz
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(2012) asserts, testimonio challenges, invites, and reminds readers to practice a constant
critical consciousness. Yudice (1991) also posits to preserve the aesthetic and
transformative literary value of testimonio within academic research. Testimonio is
dynamic. Testimonio grips at the center of a story to transform the landscape of contested
truth for the writer, the reader, and the testimonialista in the construction and
reproduction of the testimonio. In this spirit, these folklórico testimonios honor the voice
and authenticity of the stories of the dancers. The folklórico testimonios represent the
history of arte, color, and dance in an effort to foster and cultivate third spaces from
which to bear witness to the value of folklórico (Anzaldua, 1987).
Testimonio is the story. Testimonio both creates and transforms the very
landscape from which stories are shared. The impact and subversive elements of the
storytelling within testimonio affirms the voice of marginalized communities from a
space that situates their experience as central to the narrative. More importantly, this
format of Truth-sharing through testimonio leads readers to a deeper understanding of the
connection of Mexican folklórico to identity development, community building, and
advocacy. Testimonio as methodology allows the reader to arrive at a pool of embodied
language and lived experience that addresses the study’s driving research questions.
Research Questions
The testimonios within this study inform and explain the role of traditional
Mexican folklórico for dancers as they make their way through higher education. As a
start to this research, each of the testimonios helps to frame a deeper understanding of the
role of Mexican folklórico in shaping identity, building community, and advocacy for
each of the dancers and the folklórico community at large. Specifically, this study is
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guided by the following research questions as they apply to folkloristas who are pursuing
their degrees in higher education and who also identify as Mexican:
1) What do folklórico testimonios reveal about the relationship between
traditional Mexican folklórico and identity development?
2) What do folklórico testimonios reveal about the relationship between
traditional Mexican folklórico and community building?
3) What do folklórico testimonios reveal about the relationship between
traditional Mexican folklórico and igniting activism?
4) How do testimonios provide a space for sharing stories of community
cultural wealth and social justice cultural performance?
Research Site & Selection of Participants
In this folklorico testimonio study, the respective research sites extend to the
Sacramento-San Francisco-San José areas of Northern California. This region was
selected because of its diverse array of higher education institutions from the California
Community College, the California State University (CSU), the University of California
(UC), and the private university systems. This area of Northern California also has a high
concentration of community-based folklórico performing companies. At the time of this
research, I lived in Sacramento and I was a student of the University of San Francisco.
Thus, my location through and between each of these major areas of Northern California
during my testimonio-collection time frame lends itself more easily to in-person
conversations. This research site area makes the selection of participants and the
subsequent data collection much easier.
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Later in this methodology chapter, I explain the role of spatial testimonio within
my folklórico research. In addition to the Northern California region, I collected
observations and notes for spatial testimonio during the annual gathering of a national
association of folkloristas. This association is called the Asociación Nacional de Maestros
de Danza Popular Mexicana, Asociación Civil (A.N.M.D.P.M., A.C.). This week-long
conference included dance workshops, evening performance showcases, guest lectures, a
folklórico vendors, and social opportunities. I made plans to attend this conference in
Tuxtla de Gutierrez, Chiapas, México.
In selecting the participants for this research, each folklorista had the following
characteristics.
•

Each folklorista had at least two years of folklórico dance experience
within the region, either in a community group or in a group at their
college or university.

•

Each folklorista was enrolled in a higher education institution in more than
half of the time that they were enrolled in their folklórico performing
company.

•

Each folklorista was a member of their respective folklórico company at
the same time that they were pursuing their higher education degrees.

•

Each folklorista self identified as Mexican.
Data Collection & Analysis

Each folklórico testimonio was collected in two different ways. First, testimonios
were collected with individual folkloristas and also in small groups that I refer to as
colectivas. In addition to testimonios from individuals and the colectivas, spatial
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testimonios was a third way in which I collected story. This folklórico research required
that I seek permission and approval for each folklorista’s participation in the individual
and colectiva testimonios. Each of these data collection processes are explained in greater
detail later in this section. I first sought approval from the University of San Francisco
Institutional Review Board to engage with potential folklorista participants.
Historically, traditional Mexican folklórico communities are busiest during major
holidays that celebrate Mexican culture in both the United States and México. Typically,
these time periods include the two to three months prior to the Cinco de Mayo holiday
time (usually celebrated on May 5 as a commemoration of México’s victory over the
French in the state of Puebla, México). Another busy time of the year for folklórico
dancers is the time around Mexican Independence Day (September 16) and again during
times of traditional Mexican holidays and festivals at the end of the year. For these
reasons, invitations to the participants in this folklórico study were sent out after
September 16 and prior to the end of the calendar year. I used social media, email
messages, and formal and informal communication networks within the folklórico
comunidad to reach out to participants. An original call for interested participants was
posted via social media and followed up immediately via email correspondence. At least
two to three follow-up and reminder announcements about the study were posted on
various social media groups and profiles. I also reached out to individual dancers and
directors of specific dance groups in the Sacramento, San Francisco, and San José areas.
The follow-up correspondence included a formal consent form for interested participants,
which is explained in further detail below.
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Each of the folklórico testimonios were collected in a variety of different possible
settings. All of the testimonios that took place in Sacramento occurred in my home
around the kitchen table with snacks, warm drinks, and the occasional cervezita. The
participants from the San Francisco and San José Bay Areas met me in different locations
based on their availability, comfort with meeting a researcher who they had only ever met
online, and other logistics with traffic and travel time. For all Bay Area testimonios, I met
with folkloristas in a café at the edge of Lake Merritt in Oakland, in Golden Gate Park in
San Francisco, or at the University of San Francisco in the School of Education.
Most importantly, the comfort levels of the participants were the most important
factor in determining the space and place from which each of these individual and
colectiva testimonios were told. I was most concerned with maintaining the authentic
voice, tone, and spirit of each testimonio’s Truth. Once a group of participants were
identified, I presented each participant with options for how they would like to participate
in this research. These expectations, parameters, and overall summary of the study were
provided to each participant with permission documents for folklorista participants to
understand the guiding principles for their engagement in any aspects of these folklórico
testimonios. At this time, each participant was given the opportunity to use their real
name or a select a pseudonym to use in the study. Some particpants used their real name.
I explained the options for individual testimonios as well as a future opportunity
to participate in a testimonio with a small group or colectiva of other folkloristas. First,
each participant shared their own testimonio. At the conclusion of each individual
testimonio, each participant was invited to consider participation in a follow-up colectiva
testimonio at a later date. I invited them to consider that neither of these options for
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testimonio-sharing may feel authentic, sincere, or comfortable for their lived realities. I
extended the opportunity for each participant to suggest alternative ways in which they
would wish for their testimonios to be collected, presented, and shared within the context
of this study.
Folklórico Testimonios (individual & colectiva)
With folklórico testimonios, I collected ten individual testimonios from
throughout the Northern California areas of Sacramento, San Francisco, and San José.
Three folkloristas were from the San José area, three folkloristas were from the San
Francisco Bay Area, and four folkloristas were from the Sacramento area. All folkloristas
shared their individual testimonios and were invited to participate in a follow-up
testimonio session with a colectiva. Of the 10 folkloristas who participated in this study
with individual testimonios, seven folkloristas engaged with a follow-up colectiva
testimonio session. Four folkloristas participated in the Sacramento colectiva, and three
folkloristas participated in the San Francisco colectiva. Those dancers who were not
involved did not participate due to schedule conflicts with the selected follow-up dates.
The format was created to make the testimonio-collection process more accessible
to participants and more feasible for data-collection purposes. The format for the small
group colectivas provided the folkloristas with enough leeway in their groups to share
stories in a way that felt authentic to the group. I reached out to folkloristas both inperson and online, but all testimonios were collected in person.
Spatial Testimonio
This research also included testimonio from a specified time and place that shared
a collective Truth about a space shared by, for, and with the folklórico community. This
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testimonio was referred to as a spatial testimonio. In addition to the individual and small
group contributions from folkloristas, spatial testimonios took into consideration the vibe,
tone, dynamic, the visual, the emotional, the spiritual, and the overall experience
produced within and through shared physical spaces. These spatial testimonios include
pieces of commentary or language from a person or persons. They also included the
translation and incorporation of cultural artifacts from a shared event within the
comunidad. For this study, these artifacts included items such as a an event program, a
booklet, pictures, and even a prayer that was recited during a parade and week long
celebration of folklórico in México. The combination of cultural artifacts and pieces of
testimonios from within a common shared space in the comunidad presents a specific
collective identity that captures the CuerpoMenteAlmaCorazón for a particular space. In
this research, this process is spatial testimonio. This study teases at the fibers of spatial
testimonio to provide an introduction into this framework.
CuerpoMenteAlmaCorazón stories are testimonios of the value that inanimate
objects and the social, emotional, and cultural dynamic of a community possess to frame
the Truth of a space without necessarily attributing the story to one person or persons.
The overall dynamic, emotions, music, color, and behaviors within spatial testimonio
combine to tell the story of the folklórico community – in a way that honors the verbal,
the nonverbal, and the CuerpoMenteAlma. The space of collective people and dynamics
has an identity of its own – these testimonios are the story of their role within the
folklórico community.
At the annual gathering of the Asociación Nacional de Maestros de Danza
Popular Mexicana, Asociación Civil (A.N.M.D.P.M., A.C.), I collected cultural artifacts
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throughout my time at the conference. In addition to the collection of artifacts, I also
carried with me a journal of notitas to make sense of my time at the conference. The
journal included sound bites, colors, doodles and drawings, collections of scraps and
mementos to document the various elements of the conference. This spatial testimonio of
A.N.M.D.P.M. was an effort to capture the CuerpoMenteAlmaCorazón, and overall
essence, of the conference from a variety of different lenses through the use of artifacts,
journaling, and interactions with folkloristas. This spatial testimonio moved beyond just
my own testimonio within the space and included the contributions of other energies
within a shared space as part of the conference’s collective identity within the
comunidad. This spatial testimonio is captured in moments throughout chapter five as a
means of framing the start of a discussion about spatial testimonio.
For purposes of this testimonio research, I focused on the following themes and
general areas as starting points and concept areas until each testimonio event took shape
organically.
1. Please share the first thing that comes to your mind when you think of the
following words: Folklórico, Mexican, Identity, Community, Activism.
2. Why do you dance folklórico?
3. How does being involved in Mexican folklórico make you feel?
4. Do!you!believe!that!Mexican!folklórico!has!a!role!within!the!community?!If!so,!
please!describe.!!
5. What!are!your!thoughts!on!the!following!statement:!“Folklórico!is!a!form!of!
education!within!the!community”?!
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6. Do!you!believe!that!Mexican!folklórico!teaches!you!how!to!advocate!for!
yourself!or!your!community?!If!so,!how?!!
7. Is!there!anything!else!that!you!would!like!to!add!to!this!research!about!
Mexican!folklórico!and!education?!!
Each testimonio was recorded with a digital voice recorder with the permission of each
folklorista. After each of the testimonios – individual, small group, and spatial – was
completed, the testimonios were transferred to my laptop computer and fully transcribed
in their entirety. I took time to transcribe notes, make sense of all collected artifacts, and
categorize all elements of the testimonio that contributed to a holistic understanding of
each story’s Truth. I sifted through each of the transcribed testimonios and coded each
story for common and emerging themes. These themes and motifs were then looked at
through the lens of Yosso’s community cultural wealth (2005) and social justice cultural
performance (Haiven & Khasnabish, 2014; Rich, 2006; Taylor, 2011) to make sense of
patterns and trends in what participants may or may not be sharing with me. Each of the
folklórico testimonios were collected, recorded, compiled, and organized during the
months of November 2016 through February 2017.
After making sense of possible findings that emerged from within the testimonios,
I followed up with each of the participants in order to triangulate and fact-check each of
my findings as well as my participation and process as the researcher. Lastly, I reviewed
all of the data collected, the analysis, and the findings at least two to three more times.
This process was to make sense of any possible areas for further research and possible
unintended limitations from the study.
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Ethical Considerations
As I pursued this research, my role within this larger testimonio of folklórico was
taken into consideration. Testimonio requires a full investment of the researcher as part of
the testimonio documenting and sharing experience. As a member of the folklórico
community for over 20 years, my relationships with other folkloristas was not called into
question as enhancing, influencing, or manipulating the testimonios that were shared.
However, this does not mean that my relationship and experience in the folklórico
community did not influence how I arrived and moved through the study. Similarly, my
deep relationship to the folklórico comunidad may have also granted me a perspective
that may otherwise have been more difficult for non-folkloristas to fully comprehend or
gain access to. This dynamic is not necessarily a limitation, and yet this dynamic is also
something that I considered as I moved through the data-collection process. Testimonio
involves the researcher as a part of the story – not as a separate, omniscient, and detached
voice in the narrative. I negotiated my role as researcher, performer, and maestro within
the folklórico community as both an asset in building trust and as a role to perceive of
with a critically conscious lens.
As Co-Artistic Director of Grupo Folklórico Los Alteños, I felt responsibility to
address my interest in pursuing this research. If dancers feel compelled to participate in
this research project because of my leadership role within the comunidad, then it will be
my responsibility to explain my role within this testimonio research. I prefaced each
invitation to the study with verbal and written clarification regarding the parameters of
their participation, involvement, and direct or indirect connections to other folklórico
communities as a result of this research. This invitation to participate was an opportunity
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for each dancer to voluntarily share their narrative and experience with folklórico.
Despite these advisements, the findings that resulted from this research project were
analyzed within the context of my role as researcher, dancer, maestro, and co-artistic
director if the testimonios stem from folkloristas within the performing company that I
direct or from other companies that I work with. The intention of this research was to
explore dancer’s reflections and perspectives on the role of folklórico on their own lives.
Still, the inherent power dynamic between a company’s co-artistic director or maestro
and the company dancers should not be ignored and invariably have an impact on the
outcome of the responses.
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CHAPTER 4: FINDINGS
Leaving the body reinforces the mind/body, matter/spirit dichotomy you’re trying
to show does not exist in reality. The last thing you want to uphold is the
Cartesian split, but thus far you haven’t a clue how to unknot el nudo de
cuerpo/mente/alma despite just having had an experience that intellectually
unknots it. If el conocimiento that body is both spirit and matter intertwined is the
solution, it’s one difficult to live out, requiring that this knowledge be lived out
daily in embodied ways. Only then may the split be healed. (Anzaldúa, 2002, p.
555)
In this section, I present the results of the testimonios that each of the participants
shared with me through our diálogos, interactions, juntas, and reuniones. As stated in the
first three chapters, this research is an exploration of the role, the power, and the value
that traditional folklórico has within the Mexican community to impact identity, the
community, and dancers’ sense of agency. As an additional layer, this research also
explores each dancer’s relationship to their higher educational institutions as students
enrolled at a college or university in the Sacramento, San Francisco, and San Jose regions
of Northern California. Very limited research has been conducted on traditional Mexican
folklórico in education and essentially no research has been conducted on the relationship
of folklórico to higher education. The testimonios of this research tell of the past and
current experiences of dancers moving through higher education while they maintained a
connection to Mexican folklórico. In the next section, I discuss how and why I arrived at
the themes within the testimonios. Then, I introduce each of the folkloristas. Lastly, I
present each of the testimonios within the respective themes.
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Cuerpo, Mente, Alma y Corazón
Each dancer’s story was reviewed and coded for themes that emerged from within
each of the testimonios. The four themes that emerged relate to testimonios of familia,
empowerment, and leadership; testimonios of schooling, classes, and orgullo mexicano;
testimonios of comunidad and the sociopolitical climate; and testimonios of language,
culture, and why I dance. Anzaldúa (2002) speaks of the role of the body, the mind, and
the spirit in navigating moments of passion, art, love, community, and creativity. The
union between these three elements is critical to making sense of the important role of the
imagination and creativity for communities of color.
Anzaldúa (1987) also writes about this dynamic of mind, body, and spirit –
Cuerpo, Mente, Alma – through her discussion of a mestiza consciousness and the
borderlands as a space between two cultures. This borderland is a space that Anzaldúa
theorizes as being born of the conflict and tensions that most Chicanas experience as
women living in the United States, between the dominant narratives of two different
cultures. Moving between these two cultures is an experience of transcending the flesh,
the mind, the consciousness, and the spiritual. Anzaldúa writes about these Mind, Body,
and Spirit moments as critical to helping Chicanas realize a fuller expression of identity.
In this acceptance and invocation – of the mind, of the body, and of the spirit – Chicana
identity is more fully realized at the space and place in which these two distinct cultures
(the Anglo and the Mexican) rub, grate, push, and pull at each other. In this Borderland,
Anzaldúa asserts that MindBodySpirit, as a whole experience, is critical to healing and
moving beyond the tension and violence of living and existing between cultures.

!

!

!

79!

!

!

!

!

For this research, I borrow from Anzaldúa’s discussion of the MindBodySpirit to
understand how CuerpoMenteAlma provides a better understanding of the themes within
each of the testimonios. As I discussed earlier, the testimonios were organized into
themes that emerged from within the stories of each of the dancers. These themes were
then blended with the dynamics of Cuerpo, Mente y Alma. In combining the emerging
themes with the dynamics of Cuerpo, Mente, y Alma, the testimonios are framed in a way
that more fully honors the experiences of each of the participants. I also incorporated a
category of Corazón (Heart) to capture a fourth emerging theme that was critical to
understanding the holistic folklórico experience for the participants. Specifically, the
testimonios are organized in the following way:
•

Cuerpo: Testimonios of familia, empowerment, and leadership;

•

Mente: Testimonios of schooling, classes, and orgullo Mexicano;

•

Alma: Testimonios of comunidad and the sociopolitical climate; and

•

Corazón: Testimonios of language, culture, and why I dance.

Cuerpo, Mente, Alma y Corazón are critical components to the exploration of art,
imagination, identity, language, folklórico, música, movement, emotion, performance,
and relationships.
For purposes of presenting each of the testimonios, I sorted testimonios into
categories as they related to Cuerpo, Mente, Alma, y Corazón as separate categories. This
organization is not meant to imply that each of these components manifested
independently in the folklórico testimonios. Each of these dynamic components are
interconnected and present themselves within brown bodies and psyches simultaneously
many times. Their isolation as independently occurring dynamics is an act of subjugation
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that further marginalizes the brown identity (Anzaldúa, 1987, 2002). Thus, this data is
presented in a way that lays out the testimonios of each folklorista as they relate to the
themes independently (Cuerpo, Mente, Alma, y Corazón), in order to later understand the
critical role of CuerpoMenteAlmaCorazón as a holistic consciousness and experience,
which I explain further in chapter five.
The forthcoming sections include a brief overview of the participants. The
testimonios are then presented in themes with a reminder of how each theme relates to
the subsequent testimonios. Each theme includes a blend of testimonios from individual
participants, as well as excerpts from the respective colectivas de testimonio as they
relate to the emerging theme.
Testimonio Folkloristas
This section will include a brief sketch of each folklorista as a participant of this
study. This information will help to make sense of each testimonio as it relates to key
context to the stories. I also include two tables that present the general demographics of
each of the ten participants within this research. This information illustrates how each
participant met the criteria of this study.
Alejandra. Alejandra had been dancing folklórico in Sacramento for several years
and throughout her university experience. She recently decided to take a break from
dancing. She shares openly about the impact that folklórico has had on her life.
Claudia. Claudia is originally from Pleasanton, California and grew up dancing
folklórico alongside her two siblings before transitioning to UC Davis. She has danced
with multiple folklórico groups, and she is now currently applying to graduate school
programs.
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David. David is pursuing his Bachelor’s degree in biomedical engineering at San
José State University. He shares about his appreciation for folklórico through his
experience with the university’s folklórico group.
Erica. Erica currently dances with Grupo Folklórico Luna y Sol de San José State
as well. She has been dancing for many years and is preparing to complete her Bachelor’s
degree in Psychology.
Jacob. Jacob lives in Sacramento and dances with Grupo Folklórico de
Sacramento. At the time of this study, he was in the process of completing his Master’s
degree in Spanish from Sacramento State University.
Laura. Laura is an elementary school teacher for a dual language immersion
program in Sacramento. She recently took a break from dancing with Grupo Folklórico
Los Alteños in order to pursue her Master’s degree at Sacramento State University.
Natalie. Natalie is a medical student in a Bay Area medical school. She shares
about her early experiences with folklórico and the role that dance has had on her family
and home life from a very young age.
Rodrigo. At the time of this study, Rodrigo was finishing up his Master’s degree
program at Stanford University. He currently teaches and dances the dance group at the
institution. Rodrigo is also a member of Grupo Folklórico Los Lupeños de San José.
Silvia. Silvia began dancing later in life, as a young adult. She currently dances
with Grupo Folklórico Los Alteños and has been dancing for five years now. Silvia is
currently attending Sacramento City College.
Vanessa. Vanessa is also attending San José State University. She has been dancing
from a young age. She is native to Sacramento and transferred to San José State
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University from California State University, East Bay.
Each of these participants share about their experiences with folklórico, higher
education, and other related topics. Table 1 highlights some of the aforementioned details
along with critical elements that informed the participant selection process for this study.
Specifically, the table documents participant age, the city in which the participant resides,
and data related to their experience with folklórico and in higher education.
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Table 1
Testimonio Participant Demographics
Name

!

Age Self-Identification

City

Folklórico
Group

Dance
College or
Experience
University
(in years)
7
Sacramento
State
University
18
Idaho State
University

Alejandra 25

MexicanAmerican

Sacramento BFdeSac

Claudia

28

Pleasanton

Ensambles

David

18

Latina (half
Mexican/half
Hondureña)
MexicanAmerican

San José

Luna y Sol

5

Erica

21

MexicanSan José
American/Chicana

Luna y Sol

13.5

Jacob

26

Mexicano

Sacramento BFdeSac

16

Laura

32

Mexicana

Sacramento Los Alteños

6

Natalie

25

MexicanAmerican

San
Francisco

Ensambles

4

Rodrigo

22

Mexican

Palo Alto

BFdeStanford;
Los Lupeños

5

!

San José
State
University
San José
State
University
Sacramento
State
University
Sacramento
State
University
Bay Area
Medical
School
Stanford
University

!

Concentration
Family &
Consumer
Sciences
Communication
Sciences &
Disorders
Biomedical
Engineering
Psychology
Spanish
Leadership and
Policy Studies
Medicine
Pursuing M.S.
Chemical
Engineering

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
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Silvia

28

Mexicana

Sacramento Los Alteños

5

Vanessa

22

Mexican

San José

13

Luna y Sol

85!

!

!
!

Sacramento
City
College
San José
Communicative
State
Disorders &
University Sciences

Notes. For categories related to Folklórico Group, the group names were shortened or abbreviated
(BFdeSac=Ballet Folkórico de Sacramento; Ensambles=Ensambles Ballet Folklórico de San Francisco;
BFdeStanford=Ballet Folklórico de Stanford; Los Alteños=Grupo Folklórico Los Alteños; Los Lupeños=Grupo
Folklórico Los Lupeños; Luna y Sol=Grupo Folklórico Luna y Sol de San José State).
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As mentioned in the prior chapter, each of the testimonio participants was invited
to engage in a small group testimonio that I refer to as a colectiva. Table 2 captures the
participant make-up of each of the two colectivas within this research. Both of the
colectivas took place in Northern California (Sacramento and San Francisco). Each
colectiva consisted of three to four participants. Dates for each of the testimonio
colectivas were selected based on factors such as availability of meeting space and
participant schedules.
Table 2
Testimonio Colectiva Details
Sacramento Colectiva

San Francisco Colectiva

Location

Researcher’s Home

University of San Francisco

Participants

Alejandra, Jacob, Laura, Silvia

Claudia, Natalie, Rodrigo

Both Table 1 and Table 2 provide an overview of the characteristics of each of the
testimonio participants as well as a summary of the testimonio colectivas. This
information is helpful in further grounding the themes and providing insight into the
perspectives and experiences of each testimonio.
Cuerpo
In this section, the participants share their testimonios of familia. The testimonios
center on stories of relationships with loved ones through their experiences with
education and folklórico. These testimonios then lead into stories of empowerment and
leadership that the folkloristas draw from these connections to familia at school, at home,
and in dance. Each of the testimonios tell stories of kinship. The testimonios discuss the
positive impact that this sense of familia and togetherness has had on their experience.
Dancers share stories of empowered leadership as a result of this strong family
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foundation or out of a need to protect the family unit from impending threats of
disbanding or disrupting this dynamic.
Through this empowerment, dancers (re)discover leadership skills and talents.
These values of familia and subsequent moments of empowerment are fundamental to the
dancers’ motivation for and connection to folklórico. These testimonios are stories of
strength as cornerstones to a larger story of identity, community, and voice. The
testimonios resemble the embodiment of Cuerpo through folklórico. Anzaldúa (2002)
states, “the body is rooted in the Earth, la tierra itself. You meet ensoulment in trees, in
woods, in streams. The roots del árbol de la vida of all planetary beings are nature, soul,
body” (p. 560). An individual’s roots to the tree of life are accessed through the body – el
cuerpo. These stories draw on the connections that we make to folklórico through cuerpo,
the body, the trunk and the foundation of our connection. In this context, I connect
Cuerpo to la familia and the moments of empowerment and leadership found therein.
Through Cuerpo (familia, empowerment, leadership) dancers access their roots. Through
their roots, they draw energy, life, sustenance, and strength from the Earth, through its
roots, from a sense of familia.
In her testimonio, Alejandra talks openly about how folklórico helped her
reconnect with leadership. A sudden shift in the directorship of her folklórico company
compelled Alejandra to step into a leadership role with the group. She felt an urgent need
to keep the dancers together in light of a major shift in leadership. Alejandra became the
connection between new voices entering the group and the dancers who were already a
part of the group. Her interest was to keep the folklórico group together, keep the familia
together, and keep everyone connected. Alejandra tapped into her leadership skills to
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assume this role for her group. She draws a parallel between the skills she used during
this folklórico leadership and the responsibility she had as the oldest daughter in her
family during her parent’s divorce. Alejandra’s goal was to make sure that her folklórico
familia stayed strong and stayed together – this was important to her. In this story,
Alejandra’s story is one of Cuerpo – drawing strength, finding value and empowerment
from a notion of familia and family roots.
Alejandra
“We weren’t trying to lead. We wanted to make sure everyone stayed together.”
I feel like when our previous director left our dance group there was a lot
of chaos in the group. There was new leadership. Our new leader, Zenon, came in
and everybody was like “who’s this guy?” Some people knew him, and the people
who knew him were afraid of him, but the other people who didn’t know him
were like “where are you coming from?” and like “what’s happening?” Zenon
already had three other groups that he had to work with and then he came in and
he was teaching our group. It’s kind of like we only had him when he was there
for the three hours and then he would leave. Me and one other dancer both
stepped up. We weren’t trying to lead. We wanted to make sure everyone stayed
together. We wanted to make sure that the messages were getting across to each
other because our managing director isn’t the best at that. Maybe she would know
the answer, but she wouldn’t let us know. Me and the other dancer would be like
“oh what’s happening here, and what’s this, and that?” We’d get answers for
everyone and we’d just try to make sure that everyone knew that we had
rehearsals this day, or we didn’t have rehearsals this day, or the performance dates
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were these, or whatever it was. So we were kind of like the middle persons for the
directors who were bringing all the messages together to keep the group together,
and to form that bond that we didn’t want to go.
We had so many new people and because like half of the people had left.
It was kind of a really hard transition moment but I feel like it helped me a lot
because being the oldest in my family I’ve always felt like some kind of leader.
When my parents split up, I had to help my mom a lot with normal spouse-type
things, like when my mom had to ask my dad for advice on whatever. She’d ask
me like “What do you think? Should we buy this car? Should we not buy this
car?” Obviously I didn’t know a lot, but she’d always ask for my opinion. I feel
like I had to give her whatever I thought was right, and so I guess you could say
that I have a natural instinct of helping people and making sure that
communication is open between everyone. I usually try to make sure there are no
misunderstandings. I guess being in that position opened my eyes to the fact that I
could be a leader. From what I hear, I’m a pretty good leader. That’s kind of why
I became a co-coordinator for the club that I had said before – Mujeres Ayudando
a la Raza. If we had group presentations for school, or if we had to do group
projects or whatever, and things weren’t getting done, I’d be like “alright guys
who’s doing this, who’s doing that? Let’s get things rolling here”. It’s helped me
accept that I can be a good leader, and that I delegate tasks well, and that I can get
things accomplished
Alejandra assumed leadership in her dance group during a critical moment. She
did this out of an urgency to keep her folklórico familia together. In his testimonio, David
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talks specifically about the role of the dance group as familia and the impact that has had
on his experience at San José State University. He discusses the need and desire to feel
like he is committing to a process that is part of something bigger, with meaning, and
with connection to a larger purpose. Through his testimonio, David channels Anzaldúa’s
(2002) metaphor of Cuerpo and árbol de la vida in seeking connection from his roots, his
folklórico familia, and a purpose beyond both. He expresses his appreciation for folkórico
through the role that it plays in connecting dancers now to a body of dancers that are part
of generations of history. For David, folklórico is his familia at the university and his
connection to his ancestors. Folklórico is the family unit (Cuerpo) that connects his
present to his past (roots).
David
“We represent the work, the emotions, the feelings of past generations . . . ”
In the Bay Area, it’s very multi-ethnic. There’s a lot of different people
from a lot of different backgrounds. It’s easy to get lost in all the mixture of all
the different cultures, but with folklórico at the university it’s like “yeah it’s
beautiful to see all the cultures come together” . . . but sometimes you want to go
back to your own culture. Go to your haven, to your spot, to your home. That’s
what folklórico has come to mean for me at the university: somewhere where I
can go back to. Somewhere where I just regroup. I think that without folklórico,
the university would feel a lot less fun. It would just be simply academics. From
folklórico what I get is, like you mentioned before, a place where I can be with
people who I consider family, people who care about one another. If I didn’t have
that, I guess it would be a gap that would need to be filled by something. I’d
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probably go hang out more with friends, probably do more reckless stuff,
probably not have somewhere where I can just have safe fun.
Right from the start, Itza had the entire group – the beginners and the
advanced – basically just discuss the rules. Not just simply the rules, but the
principles that as a folklórico group we should have. She states that at the
beginning:
Yes, I know that you are adults. Most of you guys are allowed to drink,
and allowed to party. Do your own thing, but always remember that you
are part of a group. Whether you like it or not, you represent us now. So
your actions – you have to be held accountable for them. You’re
representing our group. You’re a member of this group. We don’t want
you going out and doing something that will embarrass your familia.
She just told us that from the start, “you represent something much greater than
yourself.” The way I took it, it was like “don’t let it go to waste”. Have fun, but be
safe because you represent and are part of something much bigger than you can
imagine. I feel like for me it’s the ability to introduce and revive something from
the past. We represent the work, the emotions, the feelings of past generations
through our dance and that’s something special that’s a piece of history that we’re
preserving, and if we, you know, make a mistake and it embarrasses the whole
group . . . it doesn’t just embarrass the group itself, it embarrasses all groups. It
embarrasses all the dances, the whole Mexican culture in general. It just ruins it
for everyone, and it creates this image and this stigma about us, and it just ruins it
for everyone.
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Personally, I’ve always wanted to be a part of something like that. It’s not
necessarily the pressure that keeps you going forward. It’s the reward that keeps
me going – the reward that knowing that in my actions, I’m doing something. It’s
not just for me, it’s for something larger than myself and that makes me feel
proud. It fills me with joy to know that, um, that I’m upholding a group, a style of
dance, a culture by not doing crazy stuff or by living a disciplined life. Of course,
we do have fun on occasion but we always have that in the back of our heads: just
have fun and enjoy yourself but don’t do anything that you’re going to regret. It’s
not just simply regretting it because you’re going to embarrass yourself, or you’re
going to embarrass your culture . . . at the end you realize that it’s for you as a
person as well.
Not unlike David, Laura also discusses the role that folklórico and familia has
played in her life. She connects her love for folklórico to familia through the cultural
memory of growing up in México. Laura explores the similarities and differences
between bailables during her childhood in schools in México to folklórico in the U.S.
now. She makes a nostalgic connection to the past and present through her dance
experience then and now. Through folklórico as Cuerpo, Laura feels connected to her
familia as a cultural memory of México, to her roots and heritage, and to her experience
as a Mexicana living in the U.S. She recalls the role that her familia played in her
memories of dance in México. Laura draws parallels between a nostalgic memory of
México to the embodied experience of Mexican identity in Sacramento through her
relationship to family and folklórico. Cuerpo serves a vessel to explore cultural memory
in Laura’s testimonio.
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Laura
“It became more than a tradition for the entire town.”
Making the correlation between dance and school gives me mixed
emotions. I grew so close to everyone in the company that being away from them
makes me feel like I have no friends, and I have no family now so I have to come
back. This is my group of people. I feel comfortable and like I have a true identity
around them. I consider education to be very important and this grad program that
I’m in gets me very excited and very motivated for my regular work on a daily
basis. I am a 6th grade teacher for a Spanish immersion program but I’ve been
teaching in this program for seven years now. I’ve been learning about elementary
school and I’ve moved up to middle school teaching. The folklórico after school
dance program started two years after the implementation of the bilingual
education program at this district. Every year I have a long list of students and I
have to tell them “sorry you should’ve turned in your permission slips earlier. We
don’t have anymore space”.
I feel both things: excited that I’m growing here, but not so excited that
I’m not actively part of this other side of me that I really like. I’m lucky to be able
to kind of still be around folklórico and music and learning about folklórico at my
job. I still get to dance with kids. Even though I don’t have much time, I still do it
every Friday and I have a long line of kids waiting for me every Friday. It’s really
so motivating to see their excitement. We only do it once a week because now we
need more time. They’re so excited that I feel terribly bad when I have to cancel
class on them. If, for whatever reason, I have a middle school meeting or
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something else going on, they’ll say “aw, but that’s our only chance. We are not
going to see you until a full week after that,” and it just brings you back to life to
see that. They truly enjoy that one thing that you like a lot, and seeing other
people getting so excited is like “oh yeah. Yeah – this is GOOD.”
When we were growing up in México, my mom and one of my aunts and a
friend of theirs were always making costumes for performances at school. I saw
my mom. She would get the skirts ready. She would spend hours and hours for
days working on them. She would be sewing the skirts and making the blouses
and everything for the people who were performing. I was just like “Why am I not
getting a skirt this time?!?” I just thought it was fun to get a skirt because I would
get to keep it. It would actually be our own costume. We’d get to keep them after
the performance – so that was a plus. You’d get to perform Jalisco, and you’d get
to keep the skirt. Seeing my family involved in it to a certain point was really
nice. It was part of the tradition, not just for parents at our school, but for the
community. There would be open performances for the community. You would
see all these viejitos, señoras and señores coming with their hats from work. They
would stop by if they knew that it was mother’s day and there was going to be a
performance at school. It was almost like a community event. It made you feel
part of a community of adults around you and they thought it was important. They
treasured that and many of them remember those dances from when they were
growing up. It became more than a tradition for the entire town. There was no
other way around it. Knowing that I was not good at other arts – folklórico was it,
there was nothing else I could do.
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Laura ends her testimonio with the importance of feeling like you are part of
community for the sake of preserving tradition and dance. In his testimonio, Rodrigo also
makes reference to the feeling of belonging that he experienced with folklórico and the
need to preserve that feeling for future generations. As the principal teacher for this dance
group at Stanford University, Rodrigo wants to ensure that the group survives beyond his
pending graduation. He talks about how to strategize and navigate grooming new
leadership. Rodrigo frames this interest as a deep sense of care for the group and a
commitment to the community. Folklórico has been a means to help him figure out who
he is and how to make sense of his Mexican identity. Folklóricois the Cuerpo through
which he pulls from the past to fuel the future generations. Through this sense of
belonging and familia, Rodrigo uses his role as leader to ensure the livelihood of the
group.
Rodrigo
“ . . . I just want other people to have the experience that I had in the group.”
As the years have gone by, our numbers are dwindling a lot more. Right
now we’re probably down to about 10 or 12 dancers. We have a lot less people
with experience – that’s been hard on me now. Like I said, I’ve been the one
that’s been teaching. If I’m dancing with ten people who don’t have experience
then the burden falls on me to teach everything, so that’s been really hard for me.
We’ve been trying to find people who have more experience so that they can try
to help me out too.
In talking about the four-year transitions, I’m trying to make sure that the
group stays alive after I’m gone because this is actually my last year being there.
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That’s also a stressful thing – a burden on me to feel like if the group ends up
dying that it is my fault. I’ve been trying really hard to make sure that the group
stays alive even after I’m gone. I told them before the last year that we’re doing
the elections “yeah I’m still going to be here. I could very easily take one of the
chair positions again,” but I told them “you need to learn how to manage the
group on your own too. I want you to elect your own three chairs. I’ll
choreograph and teach for you but you all need to at least manage the logistics” –
especially knowing that I have so much work, and I’ll be teaching all the classes. I
told them “if you guys take care of all the logistics and the finances and
everything, then that’ll be helpful for me and it’s also helpful for you in the future
once I’m not here.” Since I’m still there, it gives them the opportunity to ask me
questions when they need help on something.
I care about the people who are in the group right now. I know that they
want to keep doing it. If I’m still in the capacity to help them with that, then I’ll
offer whatever help I can. In terms of after that, I think I just want other people to
have the experience that I had in the group. I had a really positive experience
there, and I would hope that if the group continues that other people could
experience that also. I made really, really good friends through the folklórico
group. In college I think there are only a couple ways that you can make friends.
At Stanford, one of the easiest ways is the people who you are living with, and
I’m still really close with them. Other than that you have maybe people in your
classes who you meet and stuff. For the most part, I noticed that almost all of my
friends have their group of friends who they live with and their group of friends in
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the activities that they did. Sometimes those are kind of separate and sometimes
they overlap but that was exactly my experience. I have my best friends from my
dorms, and I have my best friends from folklórico – so probably the people are the
most important thing.
We perform at almost all of the events of the Latino community, and there
are faculty and staff who work in El Centro Chicano. The staff who work there
have been there for a really long time. For them especially, after every
performance, they come up to me and they thank me. They are just really proud.
Everyone changes every four years, but they’ve been seeing that the group has
been there since 1972. They’ve probably been seeing it since they went to school
in the 80s or 90s. I think it’s really special for them to see that it’s the same group
that’s still running. I mean, I don’t know them very well, but I think it means a lot
to them also.
It’s kind of interesting because growing up – obviously my family is
Mexican – but they never tried to put me in a mariachi group, or put me in
folkorico or anything. My dad is from Sinaloa and my mom is from Zacatecas.
My sister and I are second generation. All four of my grandparents are from
México. I’ve visited México, but not the places where my family is from. I was
kind of just interested in that side of the culture on my own. So when I joined the
folklórico group, they were like “Really?! That’s what you are deciding to do now
in college?” I think it was kind of just a surprise to them. They were supportive of
it. It was just surprising to them that that’s what I was deciding to do.
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My family was kind of surprised that I was doing that – and that’s not a
bad thing, but I think it’s kind of been helpful for me to be able to connect with
my roots a bit more. We spoke English in my house. We visited México every
once in a while, but it wasn’t like Mexican culture was a really big part of my life
as I was growing up. It was definitely present but it wasn’t a really strong thing
like it is for a lot of people. Growing up, our neighbors who were me and my
sister’s ages were part of a mariachi group and that was just something that never
really interested me or my sister. We never really wanted to do it or felt the need
to join that with them. I think that’s kind of why I surprised my parents. I was
always really interested in it – in Mexican culture, but I don’t think they realized
it was this much. I guess to them the surprising part is how much time I commit to
it. I think it has been really helpful in helping me kind of figure out who I am and
to develop as a person I think.
My family has come every year since I’ve been doing the shows that we
have in the spring. Then I performed in Lupeños’ big show in September, and my
family came for that also. They love it. They love watching me. For the Lupeños
performance, we had two days of the same performance, and my family was
telling me, “yeah. We’ll go to both of them.” I was like, “you don’t have to go
both performances. It’s going to be the exact same thing.” They’re just like “yeah,
but we just leave watching you dance even if it’s the same thing. We will want to
come watch you again.” Then they saw how much the cost of the tickets would
be, and they were like “nevermind. We’ll just go one day.” They are really
supportive.
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Through folklórico, Rodrigo has connected his biological family to his folklórico
familia in a way that extends his network of support and helped him to shape his identity.
In a similar way, and not unlike Laura’s testimonio, Silvia relates her experience in
folklórico to familia and pride through memory. She shares how the ability to speak
Spanish, to be in a space that brings up nostalgia, and to be in a space that recalls happy
memories of food and familia serve as a big moment of connection for her. Folklórico is
Silvia’s outlet and fuente to personal growth opportunities through a shared sense of
comfort, kinship, and strength. Folklórico reminds her of moments of warmth and
happiness, which in turn grant Silvia access to history and cultural pride. Folklórico is her
foundation of fuerza.
Silvia
“Folklórico was a venue, an opportunity, and a space to learn.”
Folklórico is about a space that other people can identify with. There are a
lot of us here who are Mexican, and you wouldn’t know it for whatever reason.
Again, this is a space where you’re allowed to be Mexican, where you can speak
Spanish, where you can listen to that music, where you can dance in that way. I
think it goes to show the different folks who are around because of folklórico. It’s
meant to show that there’s differences, that not everybody is from one set
location, that there’s different backgrounds, that there’s stories that are told with
this music and with this dance. It’s nice that you can identify as an American.
There are things that are “American”, but to have folklórico that’s different. I
don’t know how to explain it. It’s different.
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Folklórico is dance, friends, a stress-reliever, and growth for me. It’s
personal growth. I think anybody who dances knows that your brain functions a
little bit differently. You have to listen to music a different way. You lift your
right arm with your left foot and vice versa. There’s that, but then there’s also
learning the stories behind the music and our history – just learning things that I
don’t necessarily think I would be taught in school. Then there’s growth in
myself. Personally I think I am a little more open with folks. I tend to be a little
bit more private and this was a new group of folks. I said to myself “I will be
okay getting to know these folks, and I will be okay sharing certain things about
myself even if it’s as simple as ‘I’m the oldest of three’.” For others, this might
not be too much of a big deal but for me it was personal growth for sure.
Being Mexican is about patria. It’s about being Latina, speaking Spanish,
and yummy food. It’s my mom’s home and my abuelita – I don’t know. This
reminds me of my abuelita. I remember hearing my mom say, “I need to call
home. I need to call home,” and she’s been in the States for years now. For years,
I’m talking like over 20 years, but she still says “I’m going to call home” – that’s
home. You know, it’s just that it feels different now that my grandmother has
passed. I mean it’s still home, but it’s a little less home because she’s not there –
so yeah, that’s México – home.
When I think of identity, I think of a Mexican Latina – I mean, that’s me.
I’m the oldest of three. I’m the daughter of an immigrant woman. It’s certain
struggles and challenges. There’s a set of issues and challenges that immigrants
go thru, and then there’s other stuff that the children of immigrants go thru, and
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that is part of my identity as well. I can’t think of an exact example, but that’s part
of me. I’m a female, I’m of Mexican immigrants, and then those worlds colliding
– the Mexican-American-ness of not knowing. I mean some folks don’t know
who Walter Mercado is, and I’m like “how could you not know who Walter
Mercado is?” Then, there’s Carol Burnett, and some people don’t know who that
is either. I mean I can’t say that to a Mexican individual, and have them know
who that is . . . as they would Walter.
Folklórico is history. It’s knowing where we came from and knowing how
we’ve mixed and meshed with other languages and other folks in a very real or
authentic way. I’ve often heard that history is told by what’s in the textbooks:
“history is taught by the winners.” I think folklórico allows a different perspective
on that same story. I don’t think that it’s ever really just the winners and the
losers. I think it’s about how I’m telling you a story and I’m not necessarily
telling you who won, or who lost, or who was good, or who was bad. I’m just
sharing with you my part of it, my section of the story.
Folklórico has taught me about the way I present certain things or the way
that I bring them forward. If I could be honest, I don’t know if it was necessarily
because of folklórico, or if I was learning from the folks around me. I think that
I’ve learned from being with my other dance mates. Folklórico was a venue, an
opportunity, and a space to learn. Seeing how dancers express themselves and
how they talk or the way that they think has grown on me. It was because of
folklórico that I met these individuals who I wouldn’t have met otherwise – I
don’t think – because we’re different. It’s funny because we’re different, even
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though we’re Latinos. You know, we’re Mexicans. We speak Spanish. We all like
Chente.
I think about the one time that you and I were having a conversation with
the other artistic director and he said something about his organization. He said
something like “oh you know. I’m Mexican,” and you were quick. You didn’t
even think about it, and you were like “No. No. No. Mexicans are organized.
Mexicans can be clear and concise. Don’t throw that on you being Mexican, and
the fact that you’re unorganized and that you’re procrastinating.” I was like
“yeah! Yeah that’s right!” I mean, because, you and I are Mexican and we can be
a little bit more organized. You’re Mexican and you’re not so organized. It’s not a
Mexican thing. It’s a personality thing. I don’t know if it was folklórico, ribbons,
and colorful dresses that taught me these things, but more so the folks who I’ve
been able to connect with through folklórico.
There are a lot of education folks in folklórico. There are a lot, and
different levels of education too! You’ve got people who are teachers, folks who
are students, folks who are counselors. I remember hearing that other states are
able to provide government money to have a class for folklórico and for people
who are interested in dancing folklórico. I don’t think California does, but I think
it would be neat to see. I think folklórico would allow younger children to get
interested in it and to be orgullosos of being Mexican. I could imagine some
youth might not feel all that great with identifying as Mexican, especially with
how they’re being portrayed in the media. You’d have somebody in a classroom
or a club who is more accessible to folks who can teach that it’s more than
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violence or poverty or corruption. You could have this education earlier on. If I
would have learned the things that I’ve learned in these short five years back
when I was ten or twelve then it would’ve changed things. I mean it’s amazing to
go to Danzantes Unidos Festivals. You see so many people there, and that’s just
in California. You have some folks coming in from out of state, who are like you.
They speak Spanish. They like the same music, and they are interested in learning
how their parents came to be, or where that mentality comes from because these
are stories that are from way back in the day – from the motherland, if you will.
To have this education at a younger age is only going to enrich you. What bad can
come from learning more about yourself younger?
Silvia ends her testimonio discussing what she has learned through folklórico. She
imagines what life could be like if younger generations of Mexicans in the U.S. were
exposed to folklórico through school at a much younger age. Vanessa’s testimonio is one
of imagination as well. In her testimonio, Vanessa talks about her experience in applying
to the university and eventually moving away from Sacramento. Specifically, her
testimonio centers around the response of her family and the tension within her intense
desire to move away. The conversations revolve around the family’s care and concern for
Vanessa in light of her desire to grow, to see life beyond Sacramento, and to expand her
network. Ironically, the strength of her family is one of the things that has empowered
Vanessa’s confidence to pursue her University experience. In this way, this story is a
story of Cuerpo empowered confidence in spite of the familia’s interests.
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Vanessa
“My family, as a whole, thought: how is a woman going to go so far away from her
family?”
Growing up I went to Monterey Trail High School in Sacramento. In my
family, they’re like “oh there’s a college here. You can go here.” I’m the youngest
of four –the first two didn’t go to college. The next one went to college, struggled
a little bit, then went back. I just knew that I was going to be different. I don’t
want to be a mom like my sister – at least not right now. I don’t want to be
working in McDonald’s or any retail store. I don’t want to do that. I told my mom
that I was going to go to college. My mom was like “you better”. “But not here,” I
said. “What do you mean not here?” she said. I was like “oh no, no, no. I’m
moving. I’m applying to all these different colleges. Sac is my last priority, or my
last option. I’m moving away”. She was like “eh, no te vas a mover, mija. Aquí
quédate. ¿Por qué te vas? Si allí esta la Sac State.” My dad just stayed quiet
because he knew “No. No. Ella se va ir”.
I was originally a pre-nursing major. In the pre-nursing environment you
have to have a super high GPA and stuff like that. Mine was average. I got
declined a lot, and I was like “oh good. I’m staying at Sac State. Ugh, no – I don’t
want to. I don’t want to.” Then I got accepted to East Bay, which coincidentally, I
was like “I’m not going to go here. This is so boring.” I went to visit the campus,
and I thought to myself: I can’t do this. I ended up going there though. I
remember I had my laptop open and I was like “mom, mom, I’m about to enroll”.
She looked at me, and she was like “Mmmhmm, yeah you’re going to do that.”
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She just looked at me and gave me this dirty look, and I did it. I knew what I was
getting myself into and I knew that my mom was going to be mad.
You know what? My mom actually didn’t talk to me for like two weeks. I
lived with her, but no me hablaba bien for like two weeks. I did it, and there was
no going back. So my mom se ponia la macha. She’d be like “well, you’re not
going to go and da da da da da” and I’d look at my dad and he’d be like “mija,
véte. Véte. I want you to go. ¿Qué vas hacer aquí? Vas a estar cuidando a tus
sobrinos. You’re gonna be your mom’s chacha. Just go and do your own thing.”
My mom though was like, “I don’t know why you’re going.” Se hacia la macha.
Just recently one of my aunts was telling me “it’s your fourth year in college. I
remember your mom would call me crying because she didn’t want you to go”. I
was like “crying?! Why was she crying?” and she said “oh she didn’t want you to
go”. My mom was fronting! My mom se hacia la fuerte. My family, as a whole,
thought: how is a woman going to go so far away from her family? She has no
family over there. My grandpa gave my mom a lot of crap for letting me go – my
mom’s dad. He was like “¿cómo la vas a dejar ir? Es una niña,” que quién sabe
que. You know pues no le quedó de otra because she knew that I was leaving. I
think it wasn’t until last year that my grandpa was starting to realize – ya que me
voy a salir – that this was a good decision and stuff. This year my mom tells me
“I’m really happy that you left”. It took my mom three years – three or four years.
It’s been such an experience. I’ve experienced so many things that I’m
99.9% I would not have experienced at home. I learned to manage my money,
manage my time, everything – which is super cool. I remember that I went to the
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doctors and the lady was like “wow you’re really mature for a 21-year-old.” You
know, you just kind of have to get things done. This is adult world, so no te queda
de otra.
!

Vanessa’s!testimonio!is!about!the!empowerment!and!confidence!that!she!

possessed!from!a!young!age!to!move!on!to!the!next!adventure!in!her!life.!In!similar!
fashion,!the!next!testimonio!belongs!to!the!colectiva!of!folkloristas!from!San!
Francisco.!They,!too,!discussed!similar!stories!of!shared!confidence!and!the!ability!to!
imagine!opportunities!beyond!socialized!expectations.!!
!

The!San!Francisco!colectiva!consisted!of!Claudia,!Natalie,!and!Rodrigo.!It!was!

a!Sunday!morning!when!all!three!of!the!folkloristas!were!scheduled!to!meet.!We!met!
at!the!University!of!San!Francisco!inside!one!of!the!School!of!Education!conference!
rooms.!Rodrigo!and!I!had!documented!his!testimonio!earlier!that!same!morning.!He!
waited!patiently!and!tasted!a!few!of!the!snacks!that!I!had!laid!out!on!the!table!for!the!
group.!Soon!ater,!Natalie!and!Claudia!arrived.!!
Prior!to!Sunday!morning,!the!dancers!had!no!sense!of!who!had!chosen!to!
participate!in!the!study.!Once!all!folkloristas!had!arrived,!the!room!was!abuzz!with!a!
sense!of!familiarity!and!comfort!between!the!participants.!Natalie!and!Rodrigo!had!
danced!together!when!they!were!both!attending!Stanford.!Their!reaction!was!
instant!and!full!of!quick!questions!and!checkVins!about!dance,!friends!that!they!had!
in!common,!and!life!beyond!undergraduate!studies.!At!the!time!of!the!study,!Natalie!
and!Claudia!danced!in!the!same!folklórico!company!in!San!Francisco.!Their!reaction!
was!one!of!surprise!as!if!they!had!both!been!in!on!a!secret!that!the!other!had!no!idea!
about!in!spite!of!seeing!each!other!at!dance!practice.!This!sense!of!familiarity!was!
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instant.!Each!folkorista!channeled!their!most!recent!memory!in!relation!to!the!other!
dancers!in!the!room!and!through!this!exchange!fostered!a!sense!of!connection!in!the!
room.!!
In!their!testimonio,!the!San!Francisco!colectiva!of!folkloristas!built!upon!
Vanessa’s!testimonio!of!empowerment!as!they!discussed!what!folklórico!meant!for!
their!own!development!and!what!they!learned!from!dance.!Claudia!shares!
experience!in!discovering!confidence!and!poise!through!dance.!Natalie!shares!how!
folklórico!helped!her!sense!of!perseverance!and!determination.!Each!of!the!
folkloristas!then!share!how!they!each!relate!to!their!familias!through!folklórico.!
Each!of!them!connected!to!folklórico!in!different!ways!as!they!were!growing!up!or!
later!in!life.!All!of!the!dancers!agreed!that!folklórico!was!critical!to!the!connection!
that!they!felt!with!and!to!their!parents.!
La Colectiva - San Francisco !
“They love watching me dance and doing something that really makes me happy.”
Claudia: With folklórico, I would say the biggest thing I learned would be
that I could be any person. I could be any person who I wanted to be and break
stereotypes. I think because I’m a little bit larger than your average person on the
stage, I think that I’m able to show that I may be a bit bigger than everyone else,
but I can still do the same thing they can. If you were to see a classical ballet
company, everyone’s the same size. Everyone’s about the same height. I think
folklórico has really challenged me.
I’ve been pushed by a lot of instructors to continue dancing and try to lose
weight and try to be healthy, but also push me to know that – yeah – I am bigger,
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but you have a great zapateado and faldeo, so I’m going to put you in the front. In
a lot of other companies, you wouldn’t even be in the company. For me, I think
that definitely helped me to understand that that is something that I need to work
on but it’s ok at the same time. I’m also helping the younger generation, or
whoever is the same size, to know that you don’t have to put yourself into this
shame box because you are a certain way. You can still do it. I was 10 when I first
started dancing, and I always was conscious of these things when dancing. When
I first started dancing we had to go in leotards. Of course, you can see every
shape. You can see every curve. I didn’t look like any of the girls. I was much
bigger. I had to do certain exercises where I couldn’t touch my toes kind of thing.
I was very conscious of that – always. Sometimes I would come back crying from
practice saying “Oh my God! I couldn’t do this!” I think that also gave me more
fuel because I was slowly getting better and slowly getting things. I was like “No,
I can do this” or “yeah they might stick me with the guys for a little bit because
they’re not as flexible and the girls over here are super flexible, but I’m okay with
that. I’m totally fine.” It’s always been the thing that’s there, but folklórico has
helped me through that.
Natalie: I think because I started folklórico so late in life, I wouldn’t say
that it taught me certain values. Maybe it reinforced some things, or helped me in
my development? For example, one thing is perseverance and determination.
Starting out fresh in college, I learned as much as I could so I could be the best
that I could be. Then going to Ensembles here in San Franciso where I was at the
very bottom, and the director didn’t even really know my name until about five
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months in. At my first performance, he finally asked me. He was like “ok, what’s
your name again? How long are you here for?” I just jumped right in. I didn’t
know any of the songs. I didn’t know any of the regions that people were dancing,
but just being really determined to learn. I pushed myself. I think it reinforced that
perseverance. A lot of people show up to rehearsals and they get really scared and
leave. I’m really happy that I stuck it through.
With my mom, all I remember from her trying to teach me and force me to
dance was that I didn’t want to be there. I really didn’t want it. I didn’t like to
dance. I just wanted to play soccer and basketball or whatever, and I was mad at
her for trying to force me, so I pretended that I had two left feet. I would mess up
on purpose so that she would pity me and say, “oh it’s ok. You can sit this one
out.” Yeah – I wouldn’t say that that was an experience for me. I think that
experience showed me how important it was for my mom that we danced – how
important it was for her. My dad was in the military and so we lived in places
where we were the only Latinos – like Southern Illinois. My parents decided to do
this banquet in honor of Hispanic Heritage Month. I remember my mom started
this dance group with these non-Hispanic women, like military wives. She taught
them. It was this huge event. She had my sister perform and these other girls. It
was really, really important to them.
My parents actually came last year to our big performance in March. My
mom loved it. They came to both shows. My mom loved it so much. My dad was
proud of me and he enjoyed it the first time. It was funny because at one point I
played a dead girl and they carried me around like I was dead, and my mom cried.
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Rodrigo: I was just telling him that we had two shows over the weekend,
and my parents wanted to go to both of them. I told them that it was the same
show, but they said it didn’t matter. Then they saw the ticket prices and they were
like “nevermind”.
Claudia: My parents get satisfaction and they’re glad that we joined
something that was not only keeping us occupied, but also off the streets.
Hayward is pretty rough in some areas, especially in the schools. They were really
worried that we’d get involved with some type of drug or gang. I think for them it
was really important for us to be involved in something that was going to keep us
safe. I think for them they loved the fact that we were so excited that they even
got involved with the community too.
Rodrigo: I think it’s definitely different for Natalie and I since we started
later – definitely not the same reaction from my parents. They’re just really proud.
They love watching me dance and doing something that really makes me happy,
but I can understand someone having a different experience starting younger.
Even yesterday having the high school students come to Stanford, I was talking to
one of the moms. I told her, “yeah, your son is a really good dancer” and she said
“well, he better be.” I was like – what?! She said, “well, after all the money and
time I spent taking him to practices and everything.” I was thinking that dance is
such a commitment for the parents, especially before high school and before the
kids are able to drive themselves. They have to sit there throughout the practice or
come back and forth, picking them up, taking them to performances, working on
their costumes. It’s just as much a time commitment for the parents as it is for the
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kid to be doing folklórico. If the kid is the one who wants to be doing it, then the
parents are probably more like “oh well I guess I have to because that’s what my
kid wants.” Yeah, I think the experiences definitely vary a lot.
Claudia: Yeah, my parents used to say “oh my gosh, if we calculate all the
time that we spent, then we’d be hella rich”. We’d be so rich with all of the time
that we had invested in this company, but it’s all worth it. Yeah, that’s how it was
for us. It was three of us. They bumped my brother up because of course they
needed him in the company. It was like 5:30 p.m. to 10:00 p.m. and that was three
nights a week, along with extra practices on Saturday. We would take our
homework there. Lunch and dinner was always there too. It was like we grew up
there.
Rodrigo: One of the ladies in my company is married to one of the guys
who also dances in the company. They have two kids who also dance. Not only
are they all day bringing their kids to practices but then for their own practices
too. Then the husband was like “I can’t dance anymore because it’s way too
complicated for both of us and then for both of our kids too.” He had to stop
dancing, but he’s always there still taking the kids.
The theme of Cuerpo runs through each of the aforementioned testimonios
because they remind the reader of the root, the reason, and the potential for success in
community and folklórico through familia and moments of empowerment and leadership.
Through this theme of Cuerpo, the testimonios highlighted a deep connection to
folklórico, a stronger sense of confidence in one’s self, and a stronger attachment to
nostalgic memories of family and home. Folklórico and familia have a relationship
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founded in cultura, pride, heritage, and kinship that stems from the roots of our identities
as Mexicans living in the United States.
Mente
The following testimonios are centered on participants’ experiences in regards to
schooling, classes, and orgullo mexicano. Each of the stories provides insight into how
each of the dancers navigated higher education. In these testimonios, the participants
share their learning and growing experiences within the structures and systems of the
college and university institution. The stories also share a common thread of referencing
a deep sense of cultural pride that I refer to as orgullo mexicano. This orgullo is an
additional means through which the dancers become more aware of history, culture, and
ultimately identity.
In discussing education and the process of becoming more aware, Anzaldúa
(2002) asserts “conocimiento hurts, but not as much as desconocimiento” (p. 557). She
speaks of conocimiento as a process of awakening or, in this case, of awareness. The
process of bridging between two distinct worlds or cultures requires an awakening of
knowledge. Anzaldúa (1987) refers to this process as a new mestiza consciousness.
Knowledge acquisition can be a jarring experience in that you are learning the unknown
and becoming aware of how people, systems, and organisms function in relation to one
another. Still, this process is less painful than being completely unaware of the power
relations that subjugate and silence the potential consciousness. I use Anzaldúa’s (1987,
2002) notion of consciousness as an extension of Mente within the Body, Mind, and
Spirit dynamic. The theme of Mente makes space from which to understand how each of
these participants relate to or are disconnected from education in the form of schooling or
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classes. Mente also captures testimonios about orgullo mexican that can act as a gateway
to education about self and identity, especially outside of schooling or classes.
In her testimonio, Claudia describes her transition to classes at UC Davis. She
details the difficulty of being the only person of color in shared spaces on campus. Still,
Claudia acknowledges that the university was at outlet that she needed in order to build a
future of promise for herself. In moving through the system as a student and an educator
in the school system now, Claudia’s is more aware of patterns of inequity and
marginalization. Her testimonio is a story of Mente in that she talks about the balance
between needing and wanting school, disliking the feeling of isolation in school, and
seeing disparity first-hand as an educator. Claudia refers to folklórico as the stabilizing
passion throughout her experiences in education. Folklórico has a role in the process of
conocimiento and framing stories of Mente.
Claudia
“Folklórico is my career – that’s my love.”
I started my undergrad in September 2006. I went in as a biotechnology
major. The first quarter actually I wasn’t as involved with the folklórico because I
wanted to figure out the whole school thing, the college thing, living on my own. I
didn’t live in the dorms. I lived off campus with three other freshmen. I didn’t
have a connection with a lot of students. The culture shock of being in this lecture
hall with several hundred people, listening to a professor, and getting all this
information was definitely difficult. The first several weeks of that first quarter I
wasn’t a part of anything. It got to a point where I wanted to leave Davis. My
roommates were great but they were my roommates and they had different
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interests. They had different cultures. I was the only Latina. I felt like I was the
only Latina there. I was taking an Intro to Chicano Studies class, and that was the
only time that I saw brown people. It was kinda nice to step into that class. I don’t
remember who to this day, but I remember I was talking to one of the students in
that class and they were like “oh there’s a dance group here if you like to dance” –
that’s when I found Danzantes. I was like “well they’re probably not that great . . .
like, whatever. Do it just to do it. It doesn’t hurt to try.” I took a couple classes. I
have nothing else to do. I hate being at home. I don’t like my classes. This will at
least help me stay here.
I stayed and fortunately everyone liked me. Because I had a lot more
experience than lots of the dancers there, they quickly put me to this level of like
“oh crap, she can be our instructor” kind of thing. I was one of only three other
freshman. I kind of helped everyone realize that like “oh she can help us lift up
the group so we can have a better name.” I joined in 2006 and stayed with them
until 2010. I officially walked in spring 2010, and I had to do an extra quarter, but
I did dance with them. October of 2009 is when I joined IMBA. I was dancing
with Danzantes and with IMBA at the same time while going to school. I
officially graduated in March 2011 and then I took some time off. I started my
post-bacc with Idaho State in 2014 and did that for two years. While I was doing
that, I was dancing with Ensembles. For me school is just like this background
thing. I know the importance of it, but for me, it doesn’t really satisfy what I need.
For me, I realize that if you don’t have some type of formal education,
then you’re not recognized by society as being successful. I understand that
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reality. If you want a decent job or at least to have the opportunity to have a
decent job then you need to have this paper that pretty much says that you paid
your tuition and here’s your receipt. Congratulations. Then, you have the pressure
from my parents of being like “we came to this country for you to have a better
life. You need to go to school, bla bla bla bla bla”. Having just a job is not
enough. So those two pressures together are like “ok I have to get this school
thing done”. Then, to be able to support my need through folklórico I need to be
able to pay for those classes and so I understand the importance. Education has
always been there for me and is kind of the thing that I have to do, like my job.
Folklórico is my career – that’s my love.
Because I have never been in a relationship before folklórico is the only
thing that I feel like I get some type of passion from – some type of satisfaction
that I’m doing something. There’s not a grade that you can get from folklórico.
It’s not like someone’s judging you consistently where they’re judging you and
you get this score. No, it’s like you put in what you want out of it. For me that’s
why I was like I need to be a part of something, so that someone is giving me that
support. Even though my parents were encouraging me to go to school, could they
help me get through college? No, they didn’t finish high school. So it was difficult
for them to understand the school stuff so I thought at least I could connect with
other people who were in the same situation or had gone through the same stuff to
help me through the school stuff.
For me, I work in two charter schools in Oakland. Both of the schools
where I work at are like 95% Latinos. It’s really sad and kind of upsetting for me
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that most of these kids have never seen folklórico, or have never watched a video
about folklórico or anything. I think art programs should definitely be involved in
schools, but unfortunately art funding is the first thing that gets cut. I think that
for them it would help to provide an outlet and at the same time they’d learn about
a type of culture that they could relate to. Not only will that help them with
retention but also help them to start identifying who they are and how they might
relate to this type of art. I’ve tried several times to start a club, but it’s always like
“oh we don’t have money for that” or “oh there’s no space” or “I can’t pay you
kind of thing.” It’s kind of sad because our future generations are not getting the
opportunity at folklórico, unless they can afford those outside classes.
For me, that’s one of the things that I’ve always, to this day, tried to do for
my kids. If I’m not able to set up a club, most of my lesson plans for my kids
incorporate some kind of Latino culture, especially since most of them identify
with that culture. I, of course, try to sneak in some folklórico here and there for
them to start opening up to see what’s out there. A lot of times they’re very not
able to get as many opportunities because most of them are low-income students.
I commute to both schools and it takes about an hour and a half to get to both of
them, but it’s all worth it. I live in Pleasanton, and I’d rather work in Oakland so I
can connect with the people versus in Pleasanton where there aren’t very many
Latinos. I’ve had this discussion several times with my directors. They’re like
“why do you do it? That commute is ridiculous. You should work closer,” but I
feel like I’m a part of this community over here in Fruitvale.
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Claudia overcomes obstacles in education for the sake of achieving her goals with
the help of folklórico. She knows and is aware that this is a process that must occur if she
is to feel whole and fulfilled. Similarly, Erica shares about her experiences with
folklórico and the pursuit of academic progress in school. She discusses the tension of
needing to do well in classes in order to make progress towards her degree. She also
shares the turmoil of considering that she may have to decrease the amount of time she
spends on folklórico even though dance is her stress relief and outlet. This conflict is part
of the process of becoming aware and is a fundamental component of this theme of
Mente and the exploration of education for these folklórico dancers.
Erica
“The thought of quitting . . . was very scary to me because folklórico is my passion.”
I would commute to San Jose State. The practices were very late. We
would get out at 10 P.M. So, my freshman year I struggled a little bit. I didn’t
pass a few classes. I feel like it was because I didn’t put my studies as my first
priority. I would put folklórico as my first priority. Which now I look back and I
think “wow, that’s not what you’re supposed to do. You’re in college for a
reason”. The thought of quitting, or at least a pause from, folklórico was very
scary to me because folklórico is my passion. It’s part of my life. The group
eventually enforced having academic accountability. If students have B- or C’s in
classes then they would have to talk with our group advisor and that started about
a year ago.
At that time, I was an officer within the group. I was the costume
manager. We voted it in. We agreed, “Yes, we should do this.” I thought it was a
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good idea that academic accountability was required only for our first year
members and those who were on probation. I didn’t feel like I needed it so I
thought that this would be good for our other members. It wasn’t until this
academic year that I voluntarily said I wanted to be part of that academic
accountability. I’m not required to be part of it, to go meet with an advisor, or to
have my grades checked. With that, I started to focus on my studies more. I didn’t
really go to practices often, which was hard at first. Practices were like meditation
for me. I feel like that’s the case for everyone. It was a little hard, but I got used to
it quickly because I learned that my studies are much more important. I need to
get my degree not only for me, but for my family as well. That’s what my parents
had brought me here for – me and my brothers.
Erica discusses the role of sacrifice in higher education for some dancers,
especially in relation to their families. In his testimonio, Rodrigo shares about his
difficult transition to Stanford given his high school preparation for the university. He
focuses his story on the role of balance in navigating higher education and beyond. He
has come to the realization that his life could be less busy and easier if he did not have
commitments to folklórico. However, he also clarifies his awareness that his school
schedule and work-life balance would be far more stressful without dance in his life.
Folklórico allows for Rodrigo to focus more clearly on his educational professional goals.
Rodrigo
“I think it really helps to do something that you like in order to find balance.”
It was definitely a difficult transition from high school to Stanford. I went
to a public school. It wasn’t like it was a bad school or anything, but it definitely
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didn’t prepare me enough for how rigorous Stanford was going to be. In terms of
Stanford, it was definitely a lot harder than I thought it was going to be. I feel like
people probably thought that I tried really hard in high school, but I didn’t feel
like I did. I felt like I wasn’t challenged very much in high school. It wasn’t that
my school was bad, but we were pretty new so they didn’t offer a lot of AP
classes or anything like that so that was difficult for me. I had taken like 90% of
the AP classes that they offered at my school. In that sense that’s why I didn’t
think it was very challenging for me, and probably why I didn’t feel very prepared
going to Stanford. It was kind of a wake up call when I got to Stanford. I had to
try to my hardest to barely keep up with stuff. I went in kind of knowing that I
wanted to study engineering. I didn’t know what kind. I really didn’t know much
about engineering, but I knew it was something that I would be interested in.
They had pre-major advising for us. I kind of just talked with my advisor
and told her all of the things that I was interested in and she suggested certain
classes that I should try. So I did and she was spot on. I liked all of the classes that
she recommended to me. I kind of wanted to do chemical engineering but she
suggested that I take a material science class. I did and I really liked the material
science class. We don’t have to declare a major until our junior year – so the first
two years I was taking material science and chemical engineering classes because
I still hadn’t made up my mind which one I wanted to do yet. I ended up choosing
material science in part because it was a lot easier of a curriculum. I had already
taken a lot of the chemical engineering classes so I didn’t feel like I was missing
out on anything. Then it got more complicated because I wanted to apply for a
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master’s degree and I wanted to apply in chemical engineering. I am now in the
Master’s degree program in chemical engineering. It’s a one-year program. I’ll be
done this June. I already have my Bachelor’s degree in material sciences.
The struggle right now is finding a job. I’m applying everywhere, and I’m
telling everyone that I’m open to relocation but I’d prefer to stay in the area. I
think right now I’m kind of just telling myself that if I do end up relocating that it
would just be temporary. Maybe I’d work somewhere for a year or two and then
find some way to apply back to places in this area again? I would want to
continue with folklórico. I think it really depends which area I’m in, depending on
which job that I get, and how intensive that schedule might be. In some fields, it’s
a very good work-life balance, but in some fields it’s not. I still don’t know which
industry that I want to go into, so I think it really depends on that too. Right now
with Lupeños, I practice three times a week. With Stanford, it’s two times a week.
I practice Monday through Friday.
I love dancing. I just really enjoy it. I think it provides an outlet. It’s a lot
on my plate right now doing two separate groups. In terms of time management,
my life would be a lot easier if I wasn’t dancing. In terms of managing my stress
though and having something else to do besides going to classes and studying all
the time, I think it really helps to do something that you like in order to find
balance. Again, I think it’s the work-life balance, even if my life is structured with
scheduled practices and everything, I think it still helps to be doing something
else.
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In his testimonio, Rodrigo needs and wants folklórico in his life – it provides him
with peace of mind in his hectic schedule. Vanessa, too, shares her love for folklórico and
what this has meant for her schooling. Specifically, she describes folklórico as the reason
that she transferred to San José State University. Vanessa also shares how her intense
love and connection to folklórico has opened doors for her. In essence, her exposure to
folklórico has become a resource and key to other sources of knowledge. Vanessa’s
relationship to folklórico has given her access to education and continues to foster her
growth and success. For her, folklórico is a seed that was planted and grew to be intense
orgullo mexicano. This growth has given way to her current schooling in San José and is
an example of folklórico and education as a function of Mente.
Vanessa
“Folklórico has definitely opened many doors for me.”
My folklórico experience has been special because it was there at school. I
could go to work, go to school, go to folklórico. Everyone has that folklórico
connection and has that “oh I have this class. Have you taken this class with this
professor?” type of thing, or “hey I’m going to take this trip. Do you want to go?”
I definitely think that school helped a lot with that aspect of connecting with
people on different levels.
The number one reason that I went to San Jose State was because they had
a folklórico group, and also to study. I was like “oh they have a folklórico group?
Great. That’s where I’m going.” At Hayward, during freshman year in my first
two weeks, I knew I was going to move. I knew I was not going to stay there. San
Jose State was like 30 minutes away from Hayward. When I want to San Jose
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State’s “Admit a Spartan Day” right before I was about to transfer out. Then,
Luna y Sol performed. I just looked at them and I was in awe. I was like “oh I can
do that. I can do that! I can DO that!” I was clinging on to my mom and was like
“this is what I want to do” and she was like “okay, okay, I get it”. That same day
they had their annual showcase and I was just like “oh yeah, I am ready”. I
wanted to go on stage and be like “I can do this. Let me just bring my shoes”.
At Admit a Spartan Day they had a table and I can’t remember who I
geeked out to. I just remember that I was like “oh my God, I have 11 years of
experience. I can do this. I love you guys.” It was as if I had just seen Beyonce or
something. I remember that they looked at me and were like “ok. Well, go ahead
and sign the paper, and give me your email. We’ll send you information.” To this
day, the people who were at that table are like “yeah I remember. You were like a
little folklórico nerd,” and I’m like “still am!”
Folklórico has definitely opened many doors for me. It’s opened many
opportunities to not only share with the community, but to share with my family.
In my high school, I would dance for the multicultural show and of course there’s
the Polynesian dancers, there’s hip hop, there’s these other things. I feel like a lot
of people connect with folklórico. It’s also very pretty so a lot of people like to
watch it. It’s opened many doors in the sense that at San Jose State we have to
have good grades in order to even perform. It’s definitely pushed me to my limits
and pushed me to have that goal. For me to perform I have to have a B- in all of
my classes. If I want to go to the Warriors game and perform, I need to study
hard. I like going to school. I like studying, but the passion that folklórico brings
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out in me can definitely be put towards my studies as well. It’s definitely pushed
me to study even harder.
This is now my second year dancing with San Jose State. I’ve met
amazing people. People who I can say that when I get married I’d say “you’re
going to be next to me. There’s no way you’re escaping”. My friends are like “So,
ya te vas a casar, o qué?” I’m like “no, but when I do, you’re going to be right
next to me.” So definitely these are people who I can cherish for the rest of my
life and who’ve been there through really tough times. It’s kind of like “Yes! This
is what I’ve been waiting for”. You know you always have those high school
friends and those couple of college friends, but when you have friends who you
can bond with and whom you connect with on so many different levels, it’s those
types of people who are going to be with you for the rest of your life.
Each of these testimonios tell the story of dancers who pursue their own education
in colleges and universities through their folklórico experience. These stories of Mente
detail the role of education and heartfelt orgullo mexicano in pushing each of the dancers
to pursue their goals and aspirations with commitment, dedication, and perseverance.
Alma
In this section, participant testimonios share stories about comunidad. The stories
discuss different types of community and how those environments relate to folklórico and
higher education. As a function of comunidad, the testimonios contain references to the
social, cultural, and political climate at the time. At the start of the study, the 2016
Presidential campaign was under way. This study continued beyond 2016 elections in
November and into the first few months of 2017. Many of the testimonios contain both
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overt and covert references to the sociopolitical landscape. Specifically, this section
details discussion points about the need to mobilize, build, inspire, and connect for the
sake of community in light of the current state of affairs. Specifically, the participants
share their perspectives about identity, community, and higher education in light of
shifting sociopolitical landscapes.
The emerging themes of comunidad and the sociopolitical climate are captured
within this section. The Alma is energy, vitality, and a sobering center in what could be
loud, distorted, or disruptive noise. In spite of these distractions, the Alma is how a
dancer finds meaning, by seeking to understand the spirit. Anzaldúa (2002) explains
Alma in the following quote, “spirit infuses all that exists—organic and inorganic—
transcending the categories and concepts that govern your perception of material reality.
Spirit speaks through your mouth, listens through your ears, sees through your eyes,
touches with your hands” (p. 558). The spirit, or in this case the Alma, is a theme about
all that is around us, all that fills us up, and all that informs our existence. Each of these
testimonios shares ways in which dancers relate to the creation, strengthening, or
fostering of community. By virtue of this exploration of community during this specific
time period, the testimonios also referenced the role of the sociopolitical climate on the
dancers and in the community.
In this first testimonio, David shares his perspective on the beauty of folklórico as
education within the community. His testimonio underscores the aspect of community as
a groundswell moment. He offers an explanation of what it means to be educated and
what it means to be educado. His distinction marks a key distinction that greatly informs
how folklórico rallies the community within shared values and principles of respect.
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David’s testimonio concludes with a brief reference to the current sociopolitical climate
and introduces folklórico as an antidote to this negative messaging. His testimonio
underscores his passion for folklórico’s ability to uplift and inspire the community.
David
“ . . . we’re showing everyone that there’s more to Mexican culture than meets the
eye.”
Well, the way that I understand it is that folklórico itself is teaching the
community. I feel today that education has been oversimplified as simply learning
school subjects, but there’s more to education than that. In Spanish, for example,
when you tell someone to act educated, it means not only simply knowledge, but
to demonstrate that you have manners, that you have respect towards others. In
Spanish the word education carries much more significance than simply learning
materials. It’s the way you live. When I think that folklórico educates the
community, I feel that what folklórico does is show the community a different
style of living, different principles, and different values.
Every time that we perform we always get cheers, applauses, everyone is
super entertained, super happy, super impressed. For example, I remember the
first time that I performed in my high school. I thought that everyone was just
going to be there silent like “oh what the heck, look at all these Mexicans just
doing their dance.” As soon as we started zapateando and doing the step
movement, all the bleachers, everybody was trying to imitate our steps. They
were sitting down but they were stomping, they were kicking. They were trying to
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imitate what we were doing. The whole crowd was cheering as soon as we started
dancing and it was just incredible, and it’s because of moments like this that
I feel that folklórico is an incredible way to advocate for our community because
we’re showing everyone that there’s more to Mexican culture than meets the eye.
That there’s more to México itself than what we see in the news and what we see
in our own communities and what goes around us. It just says that we are here,
and we’re better than that.
David discusses how folklórico is a way to provide positive and empowering
messages that uplift the Mexican community with song, dance, history, and culture. Not
unlike David’s testimonio, Erica also shares her testimonio of Alma as a testament that
mexicanos have a message to send to the community through folklórico. Her story begins
with a proclamation that folkloristas use their performance to communicate that
mexicanos will fight for their right to space in this country. Erica also details her
experience at dance practice immediately after the results of the 2016 Presidential
election were announced. Her story of Alma captures the significant role of community to
protect, to heal, to rally courage, and to provide sanctuary. The 2016 Presidential election
campaign spread messages of peril, confusion, and violence for the Mexican community,
for the undocumented community, and for many others. Erica discusses how her
community responded in love and care for each of their dance group members.
Erica
“We showed up to practice the day after elections. We all needed each other.”
I think there is a connection to advocacy in some way because again, as
folkloristas, we’re showing our communities our Mexican culture. We’re showing
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them that we can be in this country as Mexicans, and we want to fight for our
people. It’s hard to explain, but our Director always tells us that, especially during
the election. We showed up to practice the day after elections. We all needed each
other. She explained to us that it’s important for us, as students, to show the
community that we are going to continue dancing and that we are going to
continue representing our culture. It’s important for us to continue blasting that
banda music while we’re driving so that other people can hear that we’re
Mexican, that we can be in this country, that we have rights that we should fight
to keep. I think that is something that we have all been sticking to that we like to
follow, at least for us at San Jose State, for my group members.
At dance practice after the elections, there was a lot of sadness when we
got there. I mean usually we get there, we get to the space, we hang out with
friends, we say hi and stuff. That day it was a little different, at least for me it was.
I worried a lot for my family and what would happen – like what’s going to
happen to our people, what’s going to happen to us. I think that’s something that a
lot of us had running through our minds. We had a lot of things to run through
during that rehearsal. I remember that they were running practices for specific
performances and I wasn’t part of those performances. I wasn’t planning to go to
that rehearsal because, like I said before, I wasn’t going that often because of my
studies and I had midterms that week. I was just sitting in the back and just
watching everyone and dancing. Some people were on their phones and laughing
with their friends. The others were trying to watch the other dancers who were
practicing. They were trying to learn and catch up. I would see the looks of some
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people’s faces. Some were sad, but being able to be in that space with people who
they love and who they can share the same passion with – that was touching. At
the end of rehearsal, I kind of expected our Director to speak with us and to say
something in regards to the election. When she did, we all gathered around in the
middle of the space. When she talked to us, I just looked down and heard her
words. I tried to reel them in and keep them in my mind – we were all very quiet.
There were a few members who shed tears, but it was a moment that was
very valuable and rewarding for all of us to share. Because some of them are
undocumented, some of them have family members who are undocumented – all
of us were scared for each other, for each other’s families, for people of other
colors and races. It was a moment where we were all able to be together, to give
each other that support, to be there for each other, to know that we were going to
get through this and that we were going to continue expressing our culture.
Erica’s testimonio of Alma is critical to understanding the strength that
community provides for each of the dancers, especially in moments of conflict and
tension. In her testimonio, Laura references strength and community as well. She
emphasizes the need to maintain culture alive through folklórico as similar to the passion
and desire to keep the Spanish language alive through bilingual education. Her testimonio
of Alma tells of the need to build a movement for the sake of preserving language,
culture, dance, and identity. Her story tells of this need to commit to preserving our
identity and our culture as sacred for future generations. Her testimonio is a call to action
for the community, a call to preserve the Mexican culture.
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Laura
“It’s important to feel that we’re part of a bigger project and movement.”
When there’s a group of people and we come together and we want to
show what we do, our passion, and why we do it, then we start creating a
movement to show people who we are, what we love, and why it is important for
that to stay with us. I feel that way with language. I’m always saying that I want
to be part of the bilingual movement. I don’t want this to die. I want this to keep
moving on – moving forward. Many times I have told the colleagues in my
professional life to remember that this is a movement. It is not just our elementary
school and the success or the failure of this program in this school and that’s it –
like “we failed, we move on” or “we succeed – yay.” No. We are part of a larger
movement that shows why bilingual education is important, why should we
pursue this, why is it important for Latinos, why is it important for non Latinos,
how do they view this, and how do they value this, how much do you value this,
and how much do you want others to value this.
I think similar about folklórico. It’s not just about knowing this at home
and practicing it at home, but rather taking it out to other people and getting it to
move forward and to keep growing. It’s something positive and we need to have
an identity for other generations – something for them to feel proud of. I have
little cousins, and one niece, and one nephew and I want them to feel their identity
with their Mexican culture. I want them to see that this is something big, and it’s
okay for me to feel proud about those colors, and that music, and that sound
because it’s who we are as a family.
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Sometimes, even when the language gets lost, it frustrates me. I see my
younger, new generations asking me or asking other people, “how do you say this
in Spanish so I can talk to my grandparents?” Why are we losing something as
great, and powerful, and valuable as being bilingual? Why does it get lost? Other
identities are getting acculturated to this new society that they’re in. It’s important
to feel that we’re part of a bigger project and movement.
Laura’s testimonio is about a critical need to connect to the community and to
align with a larger narrative to preserve culture. In a similar way, Natalie starts her
testimonio by speaking of her mother’s lifelong commitment to culture through folklórico
and the impact that this had on her as Latina living in the United States. For Natalie,
folklórico is a way to connect with a community of Latinos who are also either in school
or are living as career professionals and yet still are connected through a community of
dance. She shares about her challenges in connecting with other Latinos based on
ethnicity living in San Francisco and being in medical school. Given the sociopolitical
climate, Natalie also questions how she can connect to a larger movement for advocacy
and social justice. Her testimonio of Alma highlights the power of connection in
community and also details the isolation and confusion that can occur in the absence of
connection or community. Her story is an example of how much more inspired and
excited someone is when they feel connected, when their spirit feels whole.
Natalie
“ . . . as a medical student and as a doctor, what is my role? I just don’t know.”
My mother loves folklórico. She talks about it all the time. She is actually
still teaching it in Tucson. She started a program for after school elementary
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school kids for dance. It’s been throughout her whole life. She would tell me
about dancing when she was younger. Some of her best friends she still talks to
were in her dance group with her – that was a really big part of her life. We
actually danced together – me, my mom and my little sister – about a year ago
when we went home for Christmas. They had this performance for the little kids
and my mom wanted us to dance with her. We did a song, and it was really
adorable.
I love dancing folklórico for a lot of different reasons. It’s how I get my
exercise, and I think that’s awesome. I love that. It’s just fun. I love to dance. I
love folklórico especially because it’s very technical and I can really grow with it.
There’s a lot for me to learn so I never get bored with it. I really like the people in
the group. I like that it connects me with the community outside of medical
school, and a community of other Latinos going about their own lives and being
professionals. Just seeing successful people who are Latino and dancing with
them is really special. Also, this is so cheesy, but celebrating my culture and my
roots is special to me as well. It’s so special for me to be able to do something that
my mom did when she was younger that she still does and that my little sister did
too. It’s a really important part of me being a Latina here in the U.S.
Going back to what I was saying earlier about being in a community of
Latinos who are students or professionals, or who are just going on with their
lives and doing great elsewhere and who still come back to this place where we
can all do the same thing together – that’s really special for me. Even though
we’re in San Francisco, it’s harder to connect with the Latino community with
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ethnicity. I don’t know where people are. Like in the Mission, you know, people
are moving out. Everyone’s leaving. In medical school, there’s some Latinos and
I’m in the Latino Medical Student Association, but I don’t know. It’s nice to do
something together that directly celebrates our culture and our roots, rather than
just be like “oh you’re Latino. Let’s just hang out and have like a social.” I don’t
know. It’s different.
I think of Facebook. Strangely enough, I see the events and posts of all the
friends who are really involved with activism and doing all of these events. I want
to be able to do something but I don’t know how. I don’t know what to do. I feel
very helpless right now, especially with the political climate. That is something
I’ve been struggling with because, as a medical student and as a doctor, what is
my role? I just don’t know. UCSF is a really good place to be because, at least for
medical education, they’re really interested in activism and social justice and
diversity initiatives and things like that. I have a lot of friends who are involved in
different groups for ending medical apartheid and white coats for black lives and
things like that. I’ve gone to events when I can. I also have friends who are super
into social justice. I have one friend who does housing rights nonprofit stuff. I
look to my friends to help guide me sometimes because I find that I don’t have the
time to really sort things out.
Natalie’s testimonio concludes with her asking herself critical questions about her
role in a larger narrative of advocacy. She discusses the ways in which she seeks
community in light of ambiguity with her role. In his testimonio, Rodrigo also asks
himself about the role of advocacy, and specifically activism, within the community. He
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finds strength and comfort within the community that he has built for himself through
folklórico. His testimonio shares about the confusion that oftentimes sets in with activism
in today’s sociopolitical landscape. In light of this confusion, Rodrigo describes
folklórico as an experience that helped him to define his identity. His testimonio starts
with a story of isolation in moments of disconnect, and concludes with a proclamation of
what Rodrigo knows as a space of comfort and identity – folklórico.
Rodrigo
“ . . . my experience definitely would not have been the same without folklórico.”
At Stanford, the activists can be very alienating. Well, probably with a lot
of college campuses. That’s kind of the whole issue with this whole election. I
think a lot of people voted for Trump who were not in support of Trump but
because they felt alienated by activists and that’s why I see it’s very complicated.
I feel like being an activist, in and of itself, is not a bad thing, but it’s a very easy
line to cross where you end up doing more harm than good in alienating people.
In that sense, I think that’s why it’s complicated.
It’s complicated coming from Stanford. There’s definitely a lot of activism
on campus. One of my best friends is one of the biggest activists who I know so
that’s definitely had an impact on me. He’s been living in Washington, D.C. for
the last six or seven months, and he’s been living there for that sole purpose. I
personally don’t – well, it’s not that I don’t consider myself an activist – but I
don’t take part in a lot of activist type things. I definitely support what he’s doing.
I guess probably one of the most important things is that, at Stanford, my
experience definitely would not have been the same without folklórico. In the
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future when I’m looking back at my time at Stanford, that’s probably going to be
the first thing that I think about. Obviously I’m there to get an education and
everything, but that’s probably been the most defining experience at Stanford for
me. In that sense, it really has changed me as a person and also just helped me to
develop and realize more of who I am at the same time.
Rodrigo’s testimonio is about identity development and community building. His
story is also about feeling like he is not entirely certain about his place in activism or
advocacy in today’s climate. Vanessa shares this same confusion. In her testimonio,
Vanessa makes sense of a need to protect and mobilize for rights from a space that is
more familiar to her – her familia. Her testimonio is about her role in protecting her
mother and defending her right to resources because she feels that is what is right and that
is what she is meant to do. Vanessa tells a story of the role that folklórico has to educate
the community and to teach youth about the diversity of the Mexican culture. She shares
her excitement with showing youth that you can dance, you can be a student, you can also
have a job. These identities can coexist and it is important to show this intersectionality to
youth as a way to inspire them.
Vanessa
“If I don’t speak up, or if no one speaks up, then no va cambiar.”
With activism, I think of someone putting their fist in the air – the
women’s march definitely. I honestly didn’t think it would be that big, and didn’t
think that there would be so many people. Of course with the whole election,
everyone’s writing and doing stuff, which I wish I could do. I’ll do it for
immigrants and stuff like that. I’ll be at the front screaming, but right now I’m
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just like – I don’t know. With all this election stuff, people get crazy. I thought I
would just sit this one out – you know watch it from the TV. I just think of people
speaking their mind and speaking on behalf of their families for immigrants who
can’t go out con miedo.
I know my mom will call su aseguranza and she’ll say “I wanted them to
transfer me to a Spanish speaker” and they’ll hang up on her. When I heard that I
was like “oh mom, you’re lying. They wouldn’t do that.” She would say, “no, I’ve
done it three times y me cuelgan”. I’m like “ok I’ll try” and so I called and yup –
dicho y hecho – me colgaron. My blood boiled. I thought: how does this happen?
That’s my mom – what the heck?! No, no, no, no, no. Then I called, and I did it
all in English. At the end, I said “by the way, you guys are hanging up on Spanish
speakers, and that’s not okay”. They were like “oh it’s our phone system,” and I
was like “no, no, no, no, no. If it’s your phone system, then let me speak to your
supervisor.” My mom is the type of person who is like “no, mija. No digas nada.”
I was like, “No, because if it’s happening to you then it’s happening to other
people. If I don’t speak up, or if no one speaks up, then no va cambiar.” She
would tell me “mija, no seas tan peleonera,” and I was like “hell no, let me do it
real quick.” So I called and I did it. I told her that there’s a difference between
arguing and getting your point across. That’s what I’m trying to do –
educadamente. I think of that, of standing up for my parents mostly. My mom will
say “no pues yo les voy a decir y que quien sabe qué”, but she says que su ingles
de pocket – el ingles de bolsita – se le acaba. Her “hi. How are you?” – that’s her
ingles de bolsita. She’ll be like “se me acaba” and I’m like “that’s what I’m here
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for. Por eso vine al mundo, mom – pa’ protegerte. Obviously.” I definitely think
of speaking your mind. For me, personally, this means speaking for my parents
who don’t speak English.
When we dance, even though it can be all show and cute and pretty with
beautiful colors, I feel like we are educating the community. I feel that we’re
telling them a story. What I really like is that one of my first performances with
San Jose State was at an elementary school. They wanted to really emphasize the
fact that we’re not only dancers. We’re dancers. We’re students. We’re part time
and full time workers. We’re not from here. After we danced, they passed around
the mic, and they were like “okay, we want you to tell us your major. Where are
you from? How old are you?” You know, like quick questions. I saw the face of
the parents, and they were all super excited and stuff. They lit up because they
realized that – holy smokes – they’re students. They’re community members.
They’re students. They’re workers. They’re dancers. I feel like that’s very
important. I wish we could do that for all the performances like that where little
kids admire us. It looks super pretty, but deep down inside we have all of that
going on. We’re stressing out for midterms and finals and stuff like that.
Vanessa’s testimonio ends with a discussion about the role of folklórico in the
community and in particular for youth. In a similar way, the colectiva of folkloristas from
Sacramento shared their stories about the role of community in understanding the
outcome of the 2016 United States Presidential elections. This forthcoming testimonio is
part of the collective stories of the folklórico participants from Sacramento.
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The colectiva of folkloristas from Sacramento consisted of Alejandra, Jacob,
Laura, and Silvia. Much like the prior colectiva of dancers from San Francisco, none of
the Sacramento folkloristas were aware of who would be participating in the testimonio.
Each of the dancers gathered at my home near downtown Sacramento on a Saturday late
afternoon. One by one the dancers rang the doorbell and were greeted with an abrazo and
were welcomed into my home. Alejandra and Silvia were the first to arrive. They both
knew of the dance companies that each other danced for, but had never formally met. We
moved to the kitchen and began to unpack the news and updates from the week, from
work, and from school as we waited for the other dancers to arrive.
The last two dancers arrived shortly afterward and all four folkloristas were
gathered in the kitchen area of my home. Jacob and Alejandra had danced together in the
same company in Sacramento. They reminisced about how they were doing, quick
updates on life, and proceeded to sit down around the kitchen table in anticipation of the
testimonio sharing. Laura and Silvia both greeted one another with huge open arms, a
warm embrace, and big smiles. They both dance with the same company in Sacramento
and had not seen each other since Laura’s pause from dancing to pursue her Master’s
degree just a few months prior. The nostalgia and heartfelt connection was immediate.
Laura and Silvia also dance in the same company that I co-direct. My understanding of
their salutation is likely a circumstance of my awareness of their friendship and
appreciation for one another. All four dancers knew of each other, had seen each other at
local folklórico conferences, and yet had not met together for purposes of this study
before this moment. The excitement was palpable.
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Each of the dancers shared their stories of community and connection. In this
section, I share the portion of their larger testimonio that centered on the role of
community in navigating the sociopolitical climate of the time. The folkloristas unpack
the dynamics of the United States presidential elections before and after the campaign
periods. They share their thoughts about the need to build a movement, they share
authentically about their embarrassment for the United States for the outcome of our
elections. They dive into conversations about race, racism, and Latino’s in the time of
Donald Trump. Within their testimonio, the folklórico community is described as a safe
space from which to build community and seek refuge from violent messages about our
communities. The folkloristas discuss the critical role of education in the Latino
community and the fearless leadership that is crucial to building a movement within the
community. This collective experience is their testimonio of community and navigating
the sociopolitical climate as an extension of Alma.
La Colectiva - Sacramento
“I feel that learning about folklórico is like a huge powerful movement.”
(in response to the current climate after the 2016 Presidential elections)
Laura: When I leave my house, things are different for me now. I don’t
know if it’s because of what I have to do for a living, and the fact that I have to
talk to kids on a daily basis. Kids come to me and ask me: “did you know that
this thing happened today?” I have to keep telling them to be true to who they are
– that is the one thing that no one can change. When we talk about conflicts out
on the playground, I tell them that you can’t control what other people say. You
can’t control what other people do. You can only control you’re side and what
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you do and what you can change. I keep telling them: be true to who you are.
Don’t change to please somebody else because you’re not going to feel good
inside.” That is probably the thing that I go home and keep reminding myself
about every day. I feel strongly about pushing forward with my identity as a
Mexicana, as a folklórico lover, and as a bilingual teacher. I can’t change that
because that would not be me, I would not be happy, and I have to be happy. I
can’t change it, even if it means that I’m going to have more obstacles to go
through than before. I just can’t change it.
Silvia: Living in the United States, being born of Mexican parents, I’m
just embarrassed. I am so embarrassed that there are so many folks in this country
that think that this individual has . . . um . . .
Jacob: That he reflects certain things that so many people have said about
us . . .
Silvia: . . . which is not true, and again I’m connecting this with my work
to know that a certain amount of Latinos also support his way of thinking, and
that again, it’s embarrassment. How can you think this way? How can you
support that? Why do you support that? This individual called you a rapist, and a
thief, and a terrorist, and you know that we’re not all like that. Why would you
believe that all of the Muslim community is all like that? Help me understand.
Jacob: One thing would be because of really low self-esteem. You know?
Entonces pues mucha gente se deja pensar en eso. Por que realmente tienen el low
self-esteem. They come from very under-privileged backgrounds and not a lot of
resources como dijo Laura. Entonces mucha gente se deja llevar por eso. I’m
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pretty sure all of them know very well that that is not true – what Trump is saying
about us, and Muslims, and other people of color and everything. It all depends on
how they’re feeling, you know? If they believe that, they must have pretty low
self-esteem. Like, no hay alguien para apoyarnos en cualquier cosa que esta
pasando para decirles “hey, por qué estas apoyando eso? That’s not true. Tú sabes
muy bien que eso no es cierto. Entonces si sabes que no es cierto, entonces ház
algo. Vé y apoya a alguien que también esta sufriendo la misma cosa.” También
la cosa es que nos unimos todos juntos y nos podemos hechar la mano.
Silvia: I hear about folks saying things like, “well, you know we’ve got
two years, y haremos algo en ese entonces.” It’s like some folks don’t have two
years – that shows how privileged you’ve been on this point. Whether you want to
admit it or not, there’s racism among Latinos as well. If you’re a light-complected
Latino, you can “pass” – no te afecta tanto because you’re not at the end of those
attacks.
Jacob: . . . porque no te sientes conectado. Como que te crees más que
ellos.
Silvia: . . . y aunque tengan el nopal en la frente.
Alejandra: I honestly don’t know how I feel about it because sometimes I
want to get upset. I am appalled when I think how is this happening. What scares
me more is the fact that so many people kept this to themselves. You know? In
college and in classes, you talk about “do you think racism still exists?” or “do
you think it’s better than it was 50 years ago, 70 years ago, however long ago?”
As the years progressed, more students were saying “no, I don’t think people are
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that racist anymore” or they’d be like, “oh no. We’re a melting pot.” Then all of a
sudden this one man gets all the attention because of this, this, and that. Then
everyone came out of their houses and was like: I agree with him. They were
keeping these things to themselves and we were thinking that everyone was okay
with everyone else, but really they weren’t. That’s what scares me. At least now
people are vocalizing that they really don’t like us. They lied to us. Maybe they
saw you at the start and said “oh hey” to just be courteous, but in reality they
don’t like you because of your race or for whatever the reason might be. I don’t
like what’s happening, but at the same time I’m glad that people are saying what
they’re saying. They’re owning up to what they actually feel towards other races
so that we are aware of it, and we’re not just surrounded by all these fake people.
People who are just . . .
Silvia: . . . they’ve shown their true colors.
Jacob: No pues como estaba deciendo Alejandra, desde que vino ese
Fulano to the presidency it was like – oh my God. I couldn’t believe that this
person thought of me, or that person, or this group of people and everything . . . I
was like “hijo de su madre!” All hell broke loose – seriously. Realmente te deja
con la boca abierta que “hijo de su madre!” I can’t believe how you bottle all of
this stuff up for years and then you finally open la caja de Pandora y entonces you
can reveal your true colors and everything. I’m just like oh my God. It’s
suprising. Realmente. Te deja con la boca abierta.
Laura: Now that I’m not into folklórico as much, I feel more isolated out
there with the rest of all these people around me. I wish I spent more time in this
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folklórico community where we share not only the passion for the dance and the
music. We also have common agreements without even stating them: of what’s
right, of what’s wrong, and even somewhat of equality. It’s okay that we are in
the United States, and that we are moving forward with our dance and our culture
and our traditions. We present them in local events and public events and privates
and all these things. It just makes you feel like you’re included in a group that at
least understands your views. It’s a safe space. I feel like now that I’m not closer
to this environment, I feel outside. I have a hard time talking to people.
Sometimes I’m like “ummm, I know that you’re super Catholic. So are you going
to be okay with what I have to say about the everyday emociones y todo lo que se
dice already?” There are some days where you feel like you just need to explode.
Silvia: See, the thing is you feel like you have to measure yourself and
other people don’t. Like why do you feel that you can scream from the rooftops,
and yet we have to measure ourselves, as if you have to censor yourself.
Jacob: That’s another thing. A lot of people nowadays are really scared to
say whatever they feel because they’re afraid that they might offend this person.
A lot of people feel scared, un poco nerviosos, o que tienen miedo de decir lo que
tienen que decir pero como tú dijiste también tienen miedo de que van a offender
a alguien.
Alejandra: I think it also goes the other way though. I think some people
believe things like, “I’m going to say whatever I want. This guy’s saying
whatever he wants, and it’s okay that I’m just going to do it too.”
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Laura: It’s just been a weird way of moving around with those ideas. For
example, last week we were at a meeting at my job. I told them,
I just feel like I need to say it. We cannot ignore the fact that we have
refugee students here. We have tons of refugee students. We can’t be
blinded to this. We have to do something for these kids. They have
expressed to some teachers that they are scared and have asked ‘should I
come to school today? Should I not?’ On the day of the inauguration we
had a very low attendance for the day. The kids just didn’t know what to
expect. Isn’t it obvious that we need to talk to these families? We are
public. We serve the public. We have to let them know that we are fine
and that we are teaching them like any other citizen of this land. There is
no difference. I’m not going to adjust what I teach to them other than the
language part that I have to adapt so that they understand. Other than that,
nothing changes, but parents don’t know that, and we have to tell them.
Y todos – la directora y todos los que estaban en la mesa – se
quedaron así como “Mmmhmm”. I was like “No! I’m not asking for an
‘mmmhmm’. What are we going to do?!” And nobody feels like con ganas
de . . .
Jacob: . . . they don’t feel motivated.
Laura: No! I go back to the fact that maybe they supported those ideas, or
maybe they voted for him, and they just don’t want to go against him, or they’re
thinking, “Oh, I’m just a White principal. I’m not Muslim so it doesn’t affect me.”
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Jacob: . . . “or I’m not Latino or African American. It doesn’t affect me.”
No me afecta y todo.
****
(in response to what their identities represent for them in the current climate)
Alejandra: Beyond just folklórico, I think the fact that we are or were in
higher education adds an even bigger factor. Whatever our motives might be,
whether we want to learn more, whether we want to get a better-paying job,
whether we want to make a difference, whatever our motives may have been for
wanting to get to school, I think that by being Latinos, Latinas, or Chicanos –
whatever it is that you want to identify as – you are showing the world, the
community, and your state that you are educated. Being able to say that I am
going to school and I’m a woman of color and I’m able to hold on to my Mexican
roots, I think that’s the bigger message that I would want to prove to everyone.
I’m not what you think that I am. There are some of us who are educated. We
want to continue educating ourselves. There are those of us who are getting our
Master’s, or Doctorates, or whatever it is. I think that that is the biggest thing that
I can offer to the world.
Laura: I feel that learning about folklórico is like a huge powerful
movement. We’re not silent. We’re not quiet. We’re strong about our love for
folklórico. When I started receiving the messages about going to conferences in
México, I felt like “oh, this is it!” All of these passionate maestros de folklórico
are planning, arranging, and making payments to go to México to learn dances
and bring them back. We’re not going to stop. We can’t stop just because we have
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a new President who might not like that we keep doing these things in our
community. We keep bringing our culture closer to our kids so that they grow up
closer to their roots. We’re not going to stop, whether you like it or not. We’re
going to do it the right way. We’re going to go learn, bring it back, educate the
community, and continue exactly the same way that we’ve been. I feel that it’s
really important – like what you said – when we do it the right way and when we
educate ourselves, when we start voicing our concerns in that way. It’s the biggest
message that we can send out there.
Silvia: A lot of the movement and songs and lyrics are either related to
romance in folklórico, or about working the land. Education is very important.
Yes, let’s learn about how that movement came to be. Let’s learn how that phrase
has a double meaning. We should strive for that. Educating ourselves on our
culture and background is important. This education may not come in a formal
100-seat amphitheater style classroom setting. If I decide to drop out and open up
a tortillería, I should still have the same rights to shelter and food and clothing. I
should still be respected and treated like a human being, like any other person
who holds a Master’s.
Jacob: Yeah, like what all you ladies were saying, right now education is
our biggest weapon. It’s the only way we can try to change the world. It might
seem un poquito useless, como muchos lo pueden decir, pero es algo muy
poderoso. It’s something really, really powerful. Como tú dijiste – cuando
nosotros siempre vamos a las conferencias, when we go to DUF, when we go to
ANGF, cuando vamos a México a aprender el repertorio de folklórico, absorbes
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tanta informacion that you want to share it with that person, or with your friends
back home, with your dance mates, even with your own maestro, with your
parents and everybody. Educating a person is something really positive and it’s
something really powerful. As of right now, it’s the biggest weapon that we have.
Laura: Everything is tied together. I came here thinking I was going to talk
about folklórico again and we ended up talking about political problems in the
United States and in México but in a way everything was connected – one thing to
another. It identifies somehow who we are as individuals. I think having these
moments as a community where we have multiple things that we share in
common is really, really powerful. It’s really powerful to learn from other views
and just see the impact that one thing has on something else, and the impact
overall for folklórico and this discussion. Again, sometimes I feel like I don’t
have a safe space to talk about how I feel about these things. Right now, I feel like
I probably exploded with all the things that I wanted to say but it feels safe. This
is my safe community of folkloristas. Whether I knew you from a long time ago
or I just met you, we are sharing really deep things. I think it’s really unique and it
defines a little bit of what we can create as a folklórico family.
The Sacramento colectiva concluded their stories of Alma with reminders of their
power and strength in community. A lot of things are changing in society with the shift in
our political leadership. Still, the folkloristas anchor back to the strength and resolve of
their community of folkloristas, their community of mexicanos living in the United
States, and the connections that they have created as a sanctuary.
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The San Francisco colectiva also had stories to share with regards to the
folklórico community in light of the climate during the time of this study. Back in the
University of San Francisco conference room, the participants of la colectiva San
Francisco have been sharing their stories of folklórico, munching on snacks, and building
a new sense of community around the table of the small meeting space. In their collective
testimonio, the group discusses the passion with which each of them share their pride in
identifying as Mexican, especially in light of such dehumanizing and toxic messages
about the community. They also share about the use of humor in building a stronger
awareness of the sociopolitical climate for their family members. For these dancers, pride
in their ethnic identity and a connection to their families translates to a need for them to
keep the community informed and inspired. This story is their proclamation of the role
that Alma plays in navigating the current climate.
La Colectiva - San Francisco
“You might want to shame me for being Mexican, but I’m going to be more proud
of it now.”
(in response to what their identities represent for them in the current climate)
Natalie: It makes me want to show people more. Yes – I’m Mexican and
proud of it! The government is basically waging this war against Mexicans and
Muslims. I want people to know that I am Mexican, and that you either stand with
me, or you don’t. Folklórico is part of showing that, I think.
Rodrigo: I guess in that sense I think that’s partly to show pride in it
instead of saying that this is something that I’m ashamed of. You might want to
shame me for being Mexican, but I’m going to be more proud of it now.
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Claudia: Since most of my family who is Mexican is in México, and we’re
not really in touch with them, it’s mostly my Honduran family that’s been
jokingly saying “oh, let’s just go back to Honduras”. I’m like “why?!? You
haven’t been there in forever. You haven’t lived there in forever. Why would you
want to go back now?” So now it’s this joking thing that’s going on in my
household with my family. We’ll be sitting around the table and we’ll be joking
when someone will say, “Oh, I’m just going to go back.” I usually say, “well, I
was born here. Yes, my dad’s from México. My mom’s from Honduras, but I’m
from here.” So yes, I would love to go down there, but do I really want to go
down there? It would be a different experience, which I would love, but would my
siblings love that? Absolutely not – they’re completely different from me.
Natalie: Are you saying that because of what’s going on in politics?
Claudia: Yeah. I think that for them I don’t think they understand exactly
what Trump and his policies are about. Because they don’t know the complexity
of things, they’re kind of taking it as a joke. I don’t think they fully understand
what could potentially happen if he was to put certain policies in place – what that
would mean for them. It’s kind of like this running joke that’s going on at home
that we don’t want to address, but it’s there. I think it’s because they see
themselves as “we’re U.S. citizens now - we’re ok”. I joke with my abuelita, and
she’s about 86 now. I tell her, “abuelita, you’re going to be the first one”.
Jokingly, but you know, just to give her that reality check that we have this guy in
power, and this could potentially happen. Who knows? I want them to put that in
perspective with who they are. I joke with her and say, “well, yo soy nacida aqui.
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If you’re gone, I can’t save you.” For her, she just laughs it off but then she starts
thinking. I think for me to continue that running joke helps to give them that
reality check that “no, we need to do more than just joke around about this”.
Each of the aforementioned testimonios of Alma describe the passion and
commitment that weaves its way through the community. Some stories are full of
confusion and ambiguity. Other stories use a strong sense of self to anchor their
community to moments of connection, togetherness, and pride. Each testimonio discusses
the role of community during a time of violent and toxic messages from the media and
within national politics about mexicanos living in the United States.
Corazón
In this final section of testimonios, participants share stories of heart and passion
related to folklórico and their relationship to higher education. Love is at the center of
these stories. Love is truly the center of their stories. Each of the testimonios resonates
with experiences related to language and culture. The participants tell of the special
reasons why they became involved with folklórico. The stories are a collection of
reminders about their motivations and drive for engaging with folklórico and higher
education in this manner. More importantly, the dancers describe in detail the reason that
folklórico lives within each of them.
Anzaldúa (1987) channels this same passion and fervor when she talks about her
writing process. She grips at the emotion, flor y canto, color, and flavors that compel her
hand to pour out the motivations of her journey as a writer, poet, activist, and community
member. She describes this writing process in the following quote:
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I sit here before my computer, Amiguita, my altar on top of the monitor with the
Virgen de Coatlalopeuh candle and copal incense burning. My companion, a
wooden serpent staff with feathers, is to my right while I ponder the ways
metaphor and symbol concretize the spirit and etherealize the body. The Writing
is my whole life, it is my obsession. This vampire which is my talent does not
suffer other suitors. Daily I court it, offer my neck to its teeth. This is the sacrifice
that the act of creation requires, a blood sacrifice. For only through the body,
through the pulling of flesh, can the human soul be transformed. And for images,
words, stories to have this transformative power, they must arise from the human
body—flesh and bone—and from the Earth's body—stone, sky, liquid, soil. This
work, these images, piercing tongue or ear lobes with cactus needle, are my
offerings, are my Aztecan blood sacrifices. (p. 97)
I borrow from Anzaldúa’s (1987) passion for writing in order to capture a similar passion
that each of the folkloristas relate to dance. Corazón adds a critical component and fourth
dimension to Cuerpo, Mente, y Alma. Each of the three aforementioned elements are
fueled at times by community, by familia, by cultural pride, or by education. Still, each of
these must seek nourishment and sustenance from somewhere. This section of Corazón is
a space from which each of the dancers so beautifully share their experiences of falling in
love with folklórico at a level that is deeper than what an educational institution or the
constructions of community can explain. They offer themselves to dance as a means of
making sense of folklórico as part of their lives, of folklórico as their life.
In her testimonio, Alejandra describes in detail the way in which she was drawn
in to folklórico through the movement, the color, and the music. She mentions how her
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connection to dance was something that touched her heart. The sense of belonging that
she felt with such a vivid representation of the Mexican culture through folklórico further
underscored a deep sense of pride in her culture. To know the history, to know the
significance, and to know the reasons behind the dances was part of appreciating her
Mexicanidad. For Alejandra, folklórico became a badge of honor that symbolized so
much more than just being a dancer. It represented the connection to a sometimes
invisible ethnic identity that was so much a part of her life. Within her story, Alejandra
details a moment of corazón in which she describes what it feels like to be in the throws
of a performance in which there is an instant and cosmic connection between time, space,
and corazón for her as a dancer. Alejandra concludes her story with a statement of love
for herself as discovered through her relationship to folklórico. Her testimonio is full of
moments that outline love through movement for a folklorista.
Alejandra
“ . . . I was taking all three folklórico classes and I guess I just couldn’t get enough
of it.”
I think ever since I realized how fortunate I was to be bilingual and to
know two different cultures and to make an entire new culture out of those two
cultures – the Mexican American culture – I kind of grew really proud of myself.
I wanted to latch on even more to the Mexican part of myself. I speak Spanish and
I think that I speak it pretty well for my age, or for being raised here and what not.
My mom speaks English. It’s not like I have to speak Spanish to her all the time.
It’s not like I practice it that much. For me I did whatever I could to add more of
my Mexican heritage to myself. I don’t know – I just thought that was cool. I
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think the music itself – I listen to a lot of music in Spanish. The way I got into
folklórico was through my mom. One of the ladies who works for my mom, their
kids were in it. We went to go watch them at one of their shows. I don’t know. I
just really fell in love with everything. The fact that there were eight couples and
they were all doing the same thing while at the same time doing their own thing.
They all came together with the music, with the lighting, with the dresses, with
the footwork, with the skirt work, with whatever it was. It just came together in
such a nice way that it kind of just hit the heart. I wanted to try to figure out how
to get to this.
When I first started dancing, I was in the beginner classes. There would be
my classes and then the company classes would be after. I’d always stay to watch
the company rehearse. I just remembered being completely amazed at how good
they were or what they did. To be able to see that they were normal people but at
the same time they were like this whole other group of people when they started
dancing – that just made me push even harder. I was taking the beginner classes
and the intermediate classes together. At one point I was taking all three
folklórico classes and I guess I just couldn’t get enough of it.
One thing I do remember a lot is like when you have your first day of
school and they all introduce themselves and they always say, “oh, tell us your
name and where you’re from and something that you like to do or something that
not a lot of people do.” I’d always say that I danced folklórico, and everybody
would be like, “oh what’s that?!” Then you’d have to kind of explain it. I mean
because they kind of know what it is but they don’t know that’s what it’s called –
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that was always fun and cool. It was also nice when I joined my club at Sac State
– Mujeres Ayudando a la Raza. They’d always ask “oh, you know, can you guys
dance for us? And can you do this, and can you do that?” There were always a
few girls that had danced folklórico, too. We’d reminisce on the common dances
that everyone knows and stuff, so that was always fun too. I definitely feel like
being able to identify as Mexican American has helped me. I’ve been able to
portray that by saying that I dance ballet folklórico for so long, or that I know all
the differences in the regions, and that I know how the different climates are, or
why the different dresses are certain ways, or why they do certain footwork, or
whatever it is. I just feel like it all tied in together – the Mexican-American, the
folklórico, the being a student, and being a woman of color – even though I’m
super White. I mean both my parents are Mexican. I think it all just tied in
together.
When you perform, you take on an entirely different role. It’s like you
could be right here, and the stage is right there. Maybe you’re fixing a shoe, or
you’re tying something. As soon as the song comes on that you’re supposed to be
dancing, you get on stage and what you were doing two seconds ago has nothing
to do with what you are doing right now. It kind of helps you to switch as soon as
you need to be switched on, or switched off, or whatever it is. It’s like when
you’re standing there and the lights are about to go off. You’re going to get off
stage and you’re thinking about what you need to take off first to be able to put on
the next costume – to be able to think forward. I definitely feel that, being on
stage, you start getting used to it after doing it for so many years. You go on stage

!

!

!

!

!

154!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!

to mark before a performance and it feels great, but when you’re on stage and
there’s people in the audience that’s an entirely different feeling. It’s like “wow,
it’s my turn. I’m going on right now.” You stand up all nice – your smile and your
eyes.
Everything’s happening at the same time while you’re trying to focus on
not falling, or doing the right skirt work, being able to be confident in yourself,
and knowing that I have this down. This what I’ve been preparing for, for the past
year or for the past six months, or for the past however long it’s been – I have this
down. I can do this with my eyes closed. I can do this not looking in the mirror or
whatever it is that you’re used to – just to say: I have this – my body and me. We
can do this right now. Feeling confident within yourself, knowing what you’re
doing, being able to voice that out, telling the audience “this is what I’m doing
right now, and this is so that you know too,” being able to share this with the
audience, and doing the gritos, and then them doing gritos, and then them
clapping, and then you’re kind of almost crying, and the exchange between the
audience and the presenter – I think this is like a unique bond.
When I first started dancing I was thin. I mean I wasn’t super thin, but
much thinner than I am now. Then I started gaining weight progressively. Then,
towards the end of my folklórico career – I mean I’m not at the end of my
folklórico career, but when I ended recently – I was really heavy. I don’t know if
it was because of the whole chaos in the transition that I told you about with the
two directors. I was placed in the front because I always knew my counts, I was at
every rehearsal, and I was put as a role model so that all the girls could see what I
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was doing or if they’d ask me, you know like “hey how did this step go or how
did that step go” I feel like since I’ve always struggled with self-image and my
weight . . . it just makes me really happy to be able to continue dancing even
though I’m heavy – if that makes sense, you know?
To be able to put the two together and not feel like I failed the dance just
because I gained weight. I’m still able to do it. It kind of allowed me to not hate
myself. You know how everyone kind of feels bad, or they feel a little bit of guilt,
because they gain weight? You can always end up making yourself feel bad, but
to be able to continue dancing and to be placed in a role model position, it really
helped me accept my weight and where I was at. Then I was like “oh you know
maybe it’s not the end of the world.”
Alejandra’s testimonio captures the heart of a larger folklórico narrative that
many of the dancerst within this study share in common. Claudia’s testimonio also speaks
of love for folklórico through a lens of familia. Her testimonio is closely-related to prior
themes of family, connection, and community. In this section, however, her relationship
to folklórico is described through the ties that he has to familia and the way in which
folklórico and familia have become so deeply-intertwined that the love for either of the
two has become nearly synonymous. This close relationship has a lot do with the fact that
her family was a part of her folklórico experience. Claudia discusses how folklórico is
her father’s gateway and connection to the cultural memory and nostalgia of his family
and his experiences in México. Her parents have been involved with folklórico since
Claudia and her siblings were young. She shares how her siblings have married into
folklórico. For Claudia, folklórico is life, folkórico is her corazón.
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Claudia
“Through dance I was able to stay within a community that I felt like I was a part
of.”
I was born and raised in Hayward, that community was very diverse back
then. We had a lot of Latinos, you know, mexicanos. We had a lot of people from
the Phillippines. We actually had quite a few people who were Caucasian, and so
it was a very mixed community. I felt really mixed in – a part of the community.
In eighth grade, my parents and my family moved to Pleasanton. Pleasanton is a
primarily White community. There were very few Latinos on campus at high
school, so I didn’t mix in with my high school friends that I had, or just like the
people around me. Through dance I was able to stay within a community that I
felt like I was a part of. It was kind of a culture shock moving from Hayward to
Pleasanton, but because I had folklórico I was able to at least have this ground
that I felt ok with. Like I knew that if stuff was not good at school, people were
not getting me, or if I didn’t have friends, I knew that I had folklórico in a couple
hours. They were my family.
Actually, my sister and I both started at the same time. She’s two years
younger than me, and then four months later my brother joined. My brother is a
year older than me. We actually, as a family, were that folklórico family where all
the siblings would dance and my parents were like the folklórico parents. My
mom would help sew and do random stuff with the costumes. My dad would help
with the larger things like build cajones, basic things like the racks, help out with
painting – that kind of thing. We were always involved with folklórico and that
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was kind of like our only family bonding thing just because within siblings we
each had our own interests. We were in different grades and that was the only way
that we really bonded as siblings. With our parents, it was the same thing.
We never really saw our parents because they were working. We had our
activities, and that was the only thing that united us even on the weekends. Our
weekends usually involved going to performances. As a family, we would always
go to all these performances with both of my parents. It was kind of nice. It was
this family thing that we would do together. I think we became like that because
my dad’s side of the family – he’s from Guadalajara – most of them are still in
México. He doesn’t have a good relationship with most of his siblings. They tend
to fight a lot and so for me folklórico felt like that one piece for him that you
could talk aboutk: Mexican culture that he knew. He liked reliving that through us
and liked reconnecting with other parents who were from México on that level.
For him, I knew he was excited to go to these performances, or help back stage
because he could connect with the parents. They could talk about what they used
to do as kids and all this stuff.
Unfortunately, my mom has a different experience, or at least I saw that
she had a different experience because she’s from Honduras. She didn’t know
Mexican culture the way that we were able to learn about it. I think she was able
to learn along with us what the culture of México is. My sister stopped dancing –
I wanna say – about six or seven years ago because she moved down to Redlands
and she wanted to play lacrosse. My brother recently stopped because he wanted
to focus on his Master’s. I’m the last one that is still currently dancing. They both
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stuck with the same group – México Danza. They stayed with one group. I was
the only one bouncing around just because I had to find some other place. Even
when I would move, I would still stay with the same group. We spend a lot more
time with our folklórico family. My brother is actually engaged to someone who
he met in a folklórico group. We spend every major holiday with our folklórico
family, which we met as teenagers in that same group. It’s like we’ve known each
other all through folklórico. All of them have stopped except for me but that’s
how we are all connected. That’s my family versus my blood family. I am the
only one dancing. No one else is.
Family is important to understanding Claudia’s deep connection to folklórico. In
his testimonio, David also mentions the love for connection that is fostered through his
folklórico experience at the university. For David, folklórico has transcended the
connection to friends and moved beyond the sense of fulfillment in connecting to his
culture. He describes his experience as even more personal, more significant, and more
meaningful. Folklórico transcends time and generations of history. Folklórico is a means
to have purpose beyond just the physical and emotional connections that this community
affords. He shares about his moments of hermandad with the other members of his
folklórico group and shares about how life without folklórico or these types of
connections would have been less healthy, less connected, and less impactful. David’s
testimonio is a deep appreciation and love for the bond that is forged between dancers
because of the adrenaline, the sentimiento, the connection and the overall unity of the
experience. All of these experiences stem from Corazón.
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David
“There are times of joy where you can dance and just feel the joy that our ancestors
felt.”
Dancing at San Jose State is everything that I’ve ever wanted out of a
dance group. Everybody is super supportive of one another. We all care about
each other. You can really feel the environment of familia in the group. We just
talked about how there’s lectures and there’s information about what we’re doing
– that’s something that I’ve always wanted in a dance group because you can
dance, but if you don’t know what you’re representing, what the meaning of the
step is, what it’s origin is, what the significance of the dance is to the people who
created it, it’s like then you’re missing a huge part of why you’re doing it. Before
folklórico was just about doing it for my friends or doing it for fun or doing it so
that I could have some type of connection to my community, but now it’s just
enhanced the whole experience. It’s more personal. There’s more significance.
There’s more meaning to it.
Because no one knows each other at the beginning of the year – none of
the freshman know any of the other students – they all just welcome you. They’re
all really supportive. There’s a program that Itza started within the group that’s
called “Herman@/Hermanit@”. Basically, the members who already have over a
year of experience, or members who she feels are good role models for new
people in the group, and she assigns them herman@s. She gets students who she
feels are competent to have freshmen under their wing and then she just basically
says “ok, you guys, we’re all one familia but these are your specific hermanos and
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hermanas . . . and you know, if you have any questions about anything feel free to
talk to them.” They made us exchange phone numbers. They made us talk and get
to know each other and she just basically gave us someone that we can rely on.
So the whole group, we consider each other like family, but because I was
assigned two hermanos, between us, we just talk whenever I have any questions
about the step or questions about a performance. They’ll be like “oh you know,
don’t worry about it. We can meet up at this time and we can practice.” They’re
just basically there to like help me out. Without this program, I would’ve felt
more on my own and misguided, like thrown into the water to figure it out on my
own. Just adding that component to it made me realize that they actually care
about me. They actually want me in the group. They want me to feel comfortable.
Any questions, any insecurities, any uncertainties – to be dealt with from the very
beginning so that we can be confident in performance and having fun.
It’s hard to give one reason why I love folklórico – the love for the culture,
the love for the dance itself, the people. There are a lot of different reasons that
draw me in to folklórico. If I were to balance it out, there are a lot more reasons to
stay than to leave. The relationships that you form with the dancers are eternal. I
look on social media at the old dance group that I used to be with, the people that
I used to dance with, and even though we don’t necessarily talk as often as we
would like to, or we don’t see each other as often as we would like to, the bond is
still there. I know that if I were to see them all of a sudden it would be just like if
we had never been apart. Personally, I just love dancing folklórico. I wouldn’t say
that I’m the best dancer, but I love performing. I love the adrenaline that you get,
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the music that’s playing, when the crowd is watching, the steps, the dance moves.
It just fills me with adrenaline. It’s a lot of fun, and just the whole community
itself – what we’re representing, the culture that we’re upholding. Everything has
a lot of significance.
All history has relevance even today, and understanding the histories can
impact the community. Unfortunately, a lot of the minorities, especially Mexicans
in San Jose, they go through a lot. There’s the renting crisis and so much more
going on that surviving as a Latino in San Jose is incredibly difficult. By
introducing folklórico into the community, it just reminds us that there are happier
times. There are times of joy where you can dance and just feel the joy that our
ancestors felt. That the pain and the difficulties that we face in this new country –
because a lot of them came from México and they’re far from home – it reminds
them that their home is still there. Their cultura is still there. The time for
happiness and laugher – it’s still there. It makes me feel like, like I mentioned
before, like I’m significant, like I’m part of something else. I think everyone
wants to feel, like they’re part of a group, like they’re part of something that isn’t
simply for a single person but for the greater good. I think anyone – everyone –
feels satisfaction when they’re doing something great for someone else, even if it
might be for a select group, it’s still something that fills your heart with warmth.
Something that just fills you with purpose, and that’s how I feel about folklórico.
David’s testimonio also tethers back to prior themes of community and
togetherness. In this story, he shares about the impact that this connection has on the
heart. As part of her testimonio, Erica discusses folklórico as a space and place where she
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can meditate and recenter herself. Erica is drawn to the familiar, the comforting, and the
stress-relieving dynamics of folklórico. In a way, folklórico becomes a space and place
from which Erica can realign her breathing with her heart. Erica also describes how
dance is the opportunity to represent others, to give voice those who have been silenced,
to represent a los que no pueden. This demonstration of the diversity of México is part of
her passion, commitment, and love for dance. The opportunity to showcase the many
aspects of Mexican culture, especially to youth, is something that drives Erica and
connects her story to moments of Corazón.
Erica
“Through dance, I feel like every time I perform I am representing México”
Every time I would go to practice I’d be able to stomp my feet and let go
of all the stress that I would be going through – school stress, family stress – and
just let my mind focus on my footwork, my skirtwork. To be able to dance with a
partner or with everyone else, seeing all the skirtwork go at the same time,
hearing the footwork and the music, I feel like that’s a thing that I know that I’m
good at and that I don’t want to let go.
I feel like my perspective on folklórico has changed throughout time. At
first, I kind of viewed it as an activity. Now that I’m more grown and mature, I
see it as a connection to my culture. Being able to learn my culture’s history and
roots and what the different steps mean and the skirt work and the regions. We, as
folkloristas, represent those people from those regions and I feel like I don’t know
if there’s a word for that. It’s amazing to be able to represent those people when
sometimes they won’t have the voice to represent themselves. Through dance, I
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feel like every time I perform I am representing México, and that’s something
that’s amazing.
As a student, throughout my folklórico experiences at San Jose State, we
have a lot of performances with schools: elementary schools, middle schools, high
schools. I know that a lot of times our members don’t really like dancing at the
schools because they’re little kids. For me, I feel like schools are part of the
community. Kids are young and they can be easily-inspired by someone and so
our performances can show them, can inspire them, that you can go to college and
be proud that you’re Mexican. You can join folklórico, you can dance folklórico,
and be a college student earning your degree. I think folklórico does have an
impact towards the community.
Folklórico makes me feel just pure happiness and belonging. In addition to
inspiring little kids in performances, it also educates others who are unfamiliar
with it and shows them that there are different kinds of ways to represent our
culture. Through dance there’s a lot of variety in showing that México is not only
mariachi music, and it’s not only the big colorful skirts. There are different kinds
of costuming and dancing styles and sometimes you don’t smile in some dances.
Some people might think, “oh, why aren’t they smiling? They look angry or
something.” Being able to explain to them what our dances mean and what they
depict or what they represent, that’s definitely educating to the community – to
show what the Mexican culture really is.
Erica’s passion and love for folklórico is personal and also a function of being
part of a larger community of mexicanos living in the United States. Her passion to teach
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others about her culture is her love. In his testimonio, Jacob also shares his passion and
love for dance as an opportunity to show others the beauty of the Mexican culture. He
focuses on the need to build support for and with one another as a community of
folkloristas. Jacob is fueled by this desire to connect to and with others in the community
for the sake of keeping the spirit of folklórico alive. Through dance, he describes how
even dancers who do not identify as Mexican have found a space of home and connection
within folklórico. He shares these examples to communicate his intense love and
connection to folklórico as a home away from home. In this much, his story is a
testimonio of Corazón. For Jacob, folklórico is the life blood to his experience with
dance.
Jacob
“ . . . as folkloristas, we must support one another. We’re in this together, you
know?”
Why dance folklórico? Bueno pues, it’s just hearing the zapateados, just
looking at the wardrobe, just seeing that México has such a diverse culture. It’s
not just that one thing. There’s more to it than just el jarabe tapatio and la bamba.
There’s more to it than that. There are the polkas del norte, marimba, banda,
musica indigena, danza de concheros, musica de chile frito, sones calentanos.
There’s a whole array of cultures allá en México y realmente es algo muy bonito.
Es algo muy bonito y muy diverso que realmente significa que México no
solamente es lo que vemos en las peliculas y en los comerciales y en las noticias
sino que hay mucho más que eso. Si ya cuando vas a México y exploras te das
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cuenta que – holy crap! – esto realmente es un pais hermoso que tiene tanto que
ofrecer al mundo.
Yo bailo porque realmente me da la oportunidad de enseñar a la gente que
ésto es lo que me gusta. Es realmente lo que me hace sentir feliz. Además de
hacerme feliz es una forma de que yo pueda expresar lo orgulloso que soy de ser
mexicano, lo orgulloso de venir de una cultura muy bonita y también es una
forma de mantener viva nuestras tradiciones y mantener vivo el legado de
nuestros antepasados de nuestras familias para que ese legado no se pierda. De la
misma vez es una forma para enseñar a la gente pues que México es muy bonito.
Si quieren vengan y aprovéchenlo.
Being involved in Mexican folklórico makes me feel really excited. You
know, like, for example here in Sacramento, whenever I see a folklórico group
doing shows, I always go and try to support them. I support Alteños, support Cali,
support Nube, support Maestra Victoria, support Rincones, and all the other
groups and everything. It wasn’t until I think 2013, when I personally started
getting more involved in folklórico, that I started to slowly come out of my shell.
I started to socialize more with other people and everything and so I mean it’s a
really nice way of showing support. You know I think, as folkloristas, we must
support one another. We’re in this together, you know? If you need a wardrobe, or
una musica, o un zapato, o una trenza, it doesn’t hurt to go support one another.
It’s important so that way 1) we can build bridges, and 2) podemos engrandezer
más el sentido de comunidad del folklore y de la misma vez podemos enseñar a
nuestros hermanos y nuestras hermanas allá en México que aquí en Estados
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Unidos el folklore es muy fuerte, es muy grande. No solamente se ve allá en
México, sino que también en los Estados Unidos porque también nosotros somos
hijos de migrantes mexicanos.
Para mí, por lo menos he conocido a gente que no son mexicanos – que
son Salvadoreños o Guatemaltecos – que bailan el folklore mexicano también y
les gusta. Y eso realmente es algo muy bonito que a ellos les encante esa cultura y
tienen mucho respeto a esa cultura y quieren ser parte de algo porque a lo mejor
alla en su pais natal no encuentran ese sentido de comunidad. Entonces ser parte
del folklore han encontrado un hogar – como un segundo hogar. A la misma vez
me acuerdo que en Danzantes, cuando yo bailaba en UC Davis, muchos de mis
compañeros decian que Danzantes era como un segundo hogar para ellos porque
muchos de ellos venían de muy lejos a estudiar a sacar una titulacion, o a sacar un
titulo. Dijeron que Danzantes realmente les ayudó a encontrar un hogar – to find a
second home.
Jacob describes folklórico as home. His love and appreciation for dance stems
from a place that feels comforting, safe, familiar, and warm. Not unlike Jacob, Laura also
shares her experience of being born in Michoacan and coming to live in the United States
at a young age. She draws important parallels and distinction between dance in México in
her youth and folklórico in the United States as a young adult. After migrating to the
United States, Laura falls in love with dance in her young adult years for what it
represents for her as a Mexicana, for what it represents for her relative to her memory of
México, and for what it represents for her within a larger story of immigration for her
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familia. Folklórico is Laura’s love and passion. Folklórico is home, is México, and is her
identity. In this sense, Laura shares how folklórico is her Corazón.
Laura
“Even if I couldn’t dance, I still want it to be around me somehow.”
I’m from Michoacan, from a very small town on the outskirts of the
capitol of Morelia – that’s kind of where I started knowing about my dances. We
wouldn’t even call it folklórico. It’s just bailables. Era la temporada de los
bailables. It was very rural. We didn’t know proper names of técnicas for dance,
or even the names for steps. It was really the basics of different regions for
dances. I think I learned more about folklórico – the folklórico world – as an adult
in the United States. I don’t know if it had anything to do with the fact that now I
wasn’t learning within the country. I was looking at the country and learning
about it but I wasn’t necessarily there. It’s like a different perspective. I feel like
my first experience with folklórico was growing up there and it was just so
naturally part of that lifestyle. Now here, it’s like it became something more
technical – specific words and specific learning skills.
I had a transitioning period in my life where I was adjusting to a new
culture, new language, and new lifestyle. I just kind of wanted to fit in. I didn’t
even want to invest time in finding out where I could still connect to my old roots
and my old ways of doing fun things. I was focused more on what this country
was about, how I fit here, and how I would identify myself here. In that search
years later, I came to find that I can only identify myself with the real person that
I am. Through different friendships, my friends, and their relationships to other
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community members, I came to Grupo Folklórico Los Alteños – and that was just
my next chapter in folklórico. It was always something that as soon as I saw the
opportunity to be back in it, it was in me. I was beyond excited to come back to it
and to learn and to practice and all that. I knew it was time to go back and regain
that. It took me maybe about 10 years to transition after moving from México to
the U.S. It took all four years of my high school plus four years of college. It was
about 8 years. I was focusing on education and I didn’t look for another company.
Maybe it was just that I was meant to find this company? It might have been just
the right time after exploring a little.
As an actual college student I never found a company that I could be a part
of. I think it had a lot to do with my lack of connections in the community. I was
very goal-oriented on my education. I thought: “this is my focus. I’m in this city,
for this purpose.” When we moved from a small town in México, we moved to a
small town in the U.S. and that was my community. There just happened to not be
any folklórico around. In coming to Sacramento for school I focused on my goal,
which was to go to school, finish, and find a job.
Every time that I’ve gone to DUF or anytime that I’ve been to a
performance and I see older people getting so excited and so motivated and so
passionate about music, I totally see myself in those shoes. I want to be really old
and still have that same passion, and still want to wear folklórico shoes, even if
it’s just to go to a party or something. I just feel like it has to be part of my
identity throughout the years. It’s not something that I would stop considering as
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part of my life just because I don’t dance it. Even if I couldn’t dance, I still want it
to be present around me somehow.
In her testimonio, Laura communicates her theme of Corazón in emphasizing that
she never wishes to fully disconnect from dance. Folklórico is a critical part of her life.
For Natalie, folklórico is also a critical and formative part of her identity. She shares her
story of how her mother introduced folklórico to the lives of Natalie and her sisters when
they were young. She discusses how this early introduction to dance has shaped her life,
her relationship to her mother, and her experience as a Latina. Folklórico is staring into a
well of memorias and nostalgia to reconnect with why she came back to dancing
folkórico after leaving it in her childhood. Some of these memories are positive and
motivational, some are painful. Folklórico, nonetheless, is the tie that binds the nostalgia,
the comfort, the happiness, and the pain. Folklórico, again, is the Corazón to these layers
of motivation and connection to folklórico.
Natalie
“As a child, I first started dancing in Illinois and that was tough for me.”
My folklórico experience in general starts when I was very little. My mom
actually danced folklórico back in México, like in her twenties. She was in a
travelling company for teachers. Growing up she tried to force us to dance
folklórico. She would make little dance groups and I actually hated it when I was
little. I wanted to play soccer and other sports, so I pretended that I had no
rhythm. I would purposefully screw everything up so that she would pity me and
let me sit it out.
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Growing up I didn’t really dance but then in college I started doing salsa
dancing and social dancing. Then I would go to events for the Latino community.
I would see the folklórico dancers and I would be like “aww, reminds me of my
mom” – just like that sentimental feeling. Then, my little sister started dancing
when she started college. She taught me some of the steps, and I got really
interested in it so I joined my senior year in college. After that, I went home for a
semester to finish taking the pre-med requirements and I danced in my little
sister’s group at the University of Arizona for a semester. There I met a girl who
also went to UofA who was from the Bay Area. I had gotten a job offer for an
organization in San Francisco and I asked this girl where she had danced in the
Bay Area. She told me that she grew up dancing with Ensambles and her mom
was on the Board. I connected with her and then she told me where to go. When I
moved up to SF – like that same month that I moved up – I started going to
rehearsals and I’ve been going since January of 2015.
As a child, I first started dancing in Illinois and that was tough for me. We
had just moved from México to Illinois and there were no Mexicans in Southern
Illinois – like no Latinos at all. I kind of felt embarrassed to do it because none of
my friends would understand. I was so young. I don’t know. It just felt weird to
be in this space where like no one even knew. When we would tell people we
were from México, they’d be like “oh, you’re like from New México?”
Natalie shares her experience growing up in a space without many other Mexicanidentified familias and the impact this had on her first interactions with folklórico. Her
story is a testimonio of reconnecting a present love for dance to past wounds for the sake
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of healing Corazón. Silvia also recalls witnessing folklórico at a young age. She fell in
love with the color, the movement, and the music. In her testimonio, Silvia shares her
experience in navigating obstacles with time, school, and work to find a space for
folklórico in her schedule. For her, making time and space for dance was part of
reconnecting with a practice that helped her to show others her Mexican identity. She
discusses the dynamic that is shared in folklórico spaces where even Spanish is
welcomed and encouraged. For Silvia, Spanish is home and comfort. Folklórico has come
to be the space in which Silvia can perform all aspects of her identity openly with others
in community. This testimonio is how she shares experiences of love and commitment to
folklórico as a space that is vital to her fullest expression of self.
Silvia
“I am not what people look, see, identify, and think of as Mexican.”
I remember initially watching folklórico when I was three, five, eightyears-old and going to all these cinco de mayo festivals, or el 16 de septiembre –
being in awe of the beauty, and the story that is told, and the costuming, and el
porte of the individuals. It was beautiful and amazing. I always wanted to be part
of that. For one reason or another, we moved around a lot or the money just
wasn’t there to budget and allocate for those classes. Finally as a grown up, I
decided to do it on my own. The first group that I went to, we just didn’t really
mesh. My schedule didn’t allow for it until I started dancing with Los Alteños – I
think it worked. It sucked that it was so far into my adulthood, but I think it’s
given me that positive experience with folklórico after having waited so long.
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Oh man – folklórico is a lot of time management for sure. There’s time
management like no other. It’s trying to schedule your classes, and your testing
time, and your homework time including work in there as well. You also have
work commitments, whether they are out of town trainings or after hour things
that just happen with clients and then trying to make it in time for practice, or
making sure that you’re on time to the performance. It’s not just about being on
time to the performance either. It’s preparation time and travel time to the
performance. Yeah - it’s tiring. There’s a lack of sleep a lot of times, but it’s
worth it. I think when you walk into that space and that practice and you see folks
who aren’t connected to you in any other way outside of dance and that’s what
you guys share, you enjoy each other’s time and space. You bond over that same
kind of background. Then you forget about how long or how tiring your day was.
Sometimes you’re even okay with leaving class a little bit early or getting to work
a little bit late.
I am not what people look, see, identify, and think of as Mexican. I have
dark hair and dark eyes, but I don’t have those other characteristics of what I
guess people think is Mexican. Folklórico is one of the other things that I have,
outside of being in México, where I can speak Spanish a little bit more fluently, or
without having to explain what certain words mean. It’s about hearing Spanish
music in a space that, I don’t know how to say, is allowable – if that’s even a
thing. With speaking Spanish, I speak it at work because it’s seen as a resource.
It’s another language ability: “Just bring her over. She can take that call,” or
“speak with that client.” I don’t speak Spanish the way that I might in meetings.
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When I speak Spanish, it’s real, and not forced, and not only because it’s a
resource for that person because they have no another way of communicating. I
mean we can both say hello in English, but I don’t know. Just saying hello in
Spanish with that hug and kiss is different. I think it means a little bit more.
You’re closer and friendlier, like we’re friends. It’s connection. Yeah. It’s a stress
reliever. It’s a form of exercise. It’s being connected to that other part of me that I
think otherwise just wouldn’t be. There’s no other space or opportunity that I have
at school or at work where I can be Mexican. Yeah.
For Silvia, folklórico is unrestricted and uninhibited performance of identity as a
Mexicana living in the United States. Vanessa also shares in this deep love and
appreciation for dance. She shares about her early introduction to dance with happy
nostalgia and memories of her time with folklórico in her youth. This time would shape
her life even in her young adult years now. Vanessa discusses how, at one point, her
physical health became a potential barrier to her life and how folklórico addressed an
unmet need. More than that, folklórico fueled her passion to pursue higher education at
San José State University. While Vanessa is away at the University, she shares how
folklórico is her way to remember and connect to the memory of home, of her parents, of
her grandparents, and of México. From a very early age and into her college years at the
time of this study, folkórico is a source of life, health, and motivation for Vanessa.
Vanessa
“Folklórico has been such a passion of mine that it’s a second language.”
I’m on my thirteenth or fourteenth year of dancing. I started when I was
nine. Maybe 12? No, 13, 13 – sometimes I lose track. I started in 2004. I started
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when I was nine. I have a syndrome called Wolf Parkinson White syndrome,
which basically means you’re not allowed to do any hardcore physical activity.
My mom was a track star and so growing up I was like “I’m going to be just like
my mom. I’m going to be doing the hurdles,” but the doctors said no. They said
that if I ran too much that I’d pass out. So I’m like “what?!? Then what am I
going to do?!?” and he said “well, you can be a cheerleader.” I’m like oh no, no,
no, no – that’s not for me. One of our family friends’ daughter did folklórico. Her
name was Maria Elena and I remember one day she told my mom “you should
sign Vanessa up for folklórico. She might like it.”
I remember it was a Barnes and Noble that was closed down at a mall and
they just rented it out for practice. The maestra was like “just jump in whenever
you want”. I was scared. I was paranoid, but once I did that first Yucatan dance, I
fell in love with it – thirteen years later I’m still doing it. This was in Sacramento
at the Barnes and Noble in the mall – I don’t know if you’ve ever heard of it?
Yeah, I lived right next to it so it was super convenient for us. It closed down and
my dance instructor would use it for practice. I remember we’d sneak out through
the back and we couldn’t open the front unless it was for an emergency because it
was shut down. We’d sneak through the back and we’d see all the employees. It’s
a childhood memory. If I’d go there now, I’d probably cry.
My mom was really skeptical. She was really scared that en una vuelta I
was going to pass out. You can pass out. You can go into a coma. You just have
to be really careful. I think my body wasn’t really used to it at first, but
throughout the years my body’s like “ok, girl, you can do whatever you want.
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You go ahead – this is fine.” So when I tell people “oh my God – this syndrome,”
they’re like, “I wouldn’t even suspect anything” and I’m like “yeah”. Dance is
definitely a big help. I still remember going to churches and dancing Nayarit,
Jalisco, and Yucatan all in one set. I would be drenched in sweat, and my mom
would say “Ok, you need water” and I’d be like “No. No. No. I need to change. I
need to put my peinado on. I need to go.” My mom would say “I don’t know how
you do it” and I’d be like “I don’t know either”. Once you fall in love with
something, it’s just like clockwork.
When I went off to college they didn’t have a folklórico group at East
Bay. The closest one charged I think $80 or $90 a month and I was like
“hmmmmm . . . food or dance? I think I’ll go with food.” So instead, every week
I’d get into this habit of going to the gym. If the studio was open, I’d just take my
practice skirt and start dancing. People would stop and stare. I remember these
two people who came in and they were like “oh my God! When is your next
show?” I would tell them “oh, it’s just practice and there’s not really a show. It’s
just to keep it going and not lose that little touch.” No, I didn’t have a group for
the first two years. It was just a gym studio, and what I remembered from México
Lindo is what I would practice.
Folklórico has been such a passion of mine that it’s a second language. It’s
kind of like second nature to me. When people say “oh yeah I can fix that car”,
then I’m like “oh yeah I can do that dance”. I definitely feel like wherever I go I
can tell people “oh yeah, I’m a student and I do this. I’m also a dancer.”
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Sometimes people look at it like “oh, okay. Uh huh. A dancer,” kind of like nos
mandan a la esquina. I’m just like “oh no. It’s a lot harder than you think.”
I love folklórico so much and going to a different city is something new.
It’s something totally different. My parents were far away and I had to call my
mom every single day. Folklórico is something that kept me close to culture and
home. My mom would usually take me when I would go dance. She would record
me every single time. Now every time I dance, I think of my mom in the audience
just recording or waiting in the parking lot or things like that. So yeah, it really
kept me close to home – definitely.
I just really love what folklórico represents. I love that with every dance,
with every region, it’s a story. Not everyone has the same vestuario. Not everyone
is a viejito dancing Michoacan. Not everyone has the very elaborate outfits from
Jalisco. I really like that with every region there’s a different story, just like with
everyone there’s a different story. You can see me walking by and you’d be like
“yeah, she’s just a normal girl” but I have this folklórico going on. I’m going to
college. Estoy mala del corazón. You would never know all this until you actually
get to know the person. Igual con el baile. I really like that with every region
there’s a different story. I don’t know. It’s something I definitely fell in love with.
I still have my dresses from when I was a little girl.
Folklórico makes me feel like I’m in México. I’ve only been to México
twice but I can already smell it. When I get off the plane, I can smell México, and
then I think of my grandma. I have grandparents who live over there. Like I said,
I’ve only been there twice but when I met them it was like “What the heck?!
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Where have you been all of my life?” We connected instantly. When I think of
getting off that plane, I think of my grandma making her chilaquiles in the
morning – just dumping the whole pot on your plate and stuff like that. I think of
home in that environment of being with grandparents who you don’t get to see
often but when you do, it’s like you’re picking up where you left off.
Folklórico makes me feel like no nos estamos Americanizando – that
we’re not, you know – what’s the word, that we’re not assimilating to the
American culture. Todavía tenemos nuestra raíces y no nos vamos a olvidar de
nuestras raíces. It’s definitely something that makes me keep going, and I feel like
I make my grandparents proud because even though they didn’t do folklórico they
know that I’m still keeping that in the blood and in the family. I started dancing,
and probably like two or three years later my cousins started. Ya las nueve
chiquillas, they’re all doing folklórico. I don’t mean to brag, but it’s kind of cool
that I started it, and now it’s kind of like part of my family. It’s something that’s
going to definitely keep going – hopefully.
In the conclusion of her testimonio, Vanessa discusses the role that folklórico has
in resisting assimilation. She mentions this as part of what she appreciates and loves
about her connection to dance. In inspiring the tradition of folklórico with her younger
cousins, Vanessa has not only passed on a practice of dance, she has passed on love and
passion for her cultura.
The Sacramento colectiva of folkloristas also discuss love and connection to
folklórico. Specifically, the dancers speak to the theme of Corazón as a function of
culture, language, and a deeper reason for committing to folklórico. Each of the
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folkloristas share the reasons that they first connected and fell in love with folklórico.
The dancers discuss the sense of home that is created in folklórico. Other dancers share
about the hypnotic and sensory experience of the colors, the ribbons, the sounds, and the
performance of culture as an initial attraction to folklórico. The dancers also discuss the
role of education in intensifying the curiosity to learn more about folklórico. In their
testimonio, the dancers also discuss the important role that Spanish plays in defining,
sharing, and promoting identity, especially for mexicanos living in the United States.
Spanish is connected to folklórico and the dancers discuss this unique relationship in light
of their ethnic identities. This testimonio explores how each of the dancers came to
folklórico and why they continue to dance. These stories of Corazón capture this
colectiva’s love for dance through a connection of cultura, language, and identity.
La Colectiva - Sacramento
“ . . . folklórico gives you the reason to want to speak Spanish.”
(on the significance of folklórico for each of the participants)
Silvia: I think about trying to relate folklórico in some way to other items
out there that hit home with folks. For some people, it’s football. Football is not
just a game for some folks – it’s a way of life, it’s tradition, it’s memories. I
would say it’s the same thing for us. Well, I’ll speak for myself. It’s not just
hopping around and footwork and colorful dresses – although that is amazing. It’s
also learning about yourself on a personal level, learning about yourself on a
cultural background level. It’s creating friendships and a sense of belonging.
Jacob: When I was dancing folklórico in college, a lot of the people who
joined the group within the first year said that Danzantes del Alma – the group
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that I danced with at UC Davis – created a second home for them. Basically
saying that it creates a sense of community, a sense of belonging. It can also
create like a separate home for you – a home away from home – like if you’re
from the LA area, or from San Diego, or even from México. Sometimes when
you’re from México and you join a folklórico group here in the U.S., you have an
opportunity to create a second home – algo para que recuerdes sobre tu tierra
natal, tus papas, tus abuelos, toda la familia que dejaste allá.
Then another thing that I find really interesting is when other nonMexicans – like otros Latinos, gente Anglo-Sajona, gente Europea – bailan
folklor. Eso como que les interesa mucho también. Se han vuelto en gente
observadores, folklórico addicts just like us and everything. Como que les interesa
mucho – también les apasiona mucho lo de nuestra cultura. Entonces es otra
forma muy bonita de compartir sobre de quiénes somos y de donde venimos y
todo para que el mundo sepa que México no es como Donald Trump dice y todo
eso, sino es algo más bonito. La gente que socializa con gente que baila folklor va
entender que es más que bailar y faldear y zapatear. Es algo bonito. It’s a way of
life.
Laura: I always think that it’s so interesting when you’re sharing with
people. Like when I’m at work – they ask me “what is it that you dance, or how
do you do this?” Then I ask them, “well what’s your cultural background? In what
ways is your culture expressed? How is it expressed in your country? What is it
like?” I find it so interesting and it makes me feel so special and unique to be so
attached to our culture. Other people, like from Colombia – maestras who work
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in my school – they say, “I think . . . I’m not sure . . . I don’t know what the
traditional music is like . . . I don’t know”. I think to myself: how come you don’t
know that? It’s such a huge essence that defines who you are in such an artistic
and beautiful way.
Silvia: Not to cut you off but I had a similar and different experience with
a classmate where we just were chatting it up. She was like “oh yeah, I do folk
dancing too,” and I was like “I want to learn more. Tell me all about it.” She’s
from Croatia and we were both just bonding on that level of dance and your
background and your identity. I thought that was – yes.
Alejandra: I think for me when I first started it was because I saw it, I
listened to the music, and I thought, “ok, I understand what it’s saying.” I saw the
different movements and the colors and all those things – you know, the
choreographies. I thought that was really cool. I’ve always really liked dancing in
general. I started dancing, but then I started getting into college. I started taking
more classes and being able to identify myself, whether that be with
socioeconomics or with race or ethnicity, and being able to understand that I have
two different cultures that I’m bringing together. I have the ability to either
emphasize the energy on being American, or Mexican, or Mexican-American, or
whatever it is that I wanted to be. It kind of sparked a bigger interest in me to
want to continue doing folklórico. I think it’s the same thing where I’ve always
wanted to work on my Spanish-speaking and being around all the music and
people who also speak Spanish. Like right here, where we’re able to speak in
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English, or in Spanish, and still understand completely what’s happening – that is
what has always been amazing to me.
*****
Laura: I just don’t see in my head how we could be so detached from our
own culture and not recognize or hear mariachi music and recognize “La Negra”
or like “El Jarabe Tapatio” o lo que sea. You just hear the music and you’re like
“that’s me!” It just hits so deep inside you that you just gasp. You just want to
dance or move and be like “that’s me!” It totally hits you. It could be a visual, a
picture or something, or the colors and you’re just like “yeah, that’s who I am.” It
must feel really different not to feel that connection.
Alejandra: Going off of that, I don’t want to say that I feel bad for third or
fourth generation Mexicans but when they don’t speak Spanish it hurts me. Why?
Why wouldn’t you speak Spanish?! For example, I have cousins right now who
don’t like speaking Spanish and so the less they speak it, the less fluent they are at
it. I’m like “dude, why are you not taking advantage of this right now?” I kind of
feeling like they’re becoming Americanized, and I think Americans don’t really
have anything to latch onto like Mexicans do. I think knowing that México is just
right there, literally hours away from us, and we’re here – being so close. The
idea, for instance, of being able to say, “oh I have to go get a surgery, so I’m
going to go to México to be able to do that” or being so close and being able to
debate whether you want to live here or live there. Obviously the lifestyles are
completely different, but having that option is a huge thing. Then when we go to
México, if my cousin doesn’t know how to speak Spanish and she’s speaking in
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English, then it’s like “dude, what are you doing?! We need to work on the
Spanish here.” I do feel bad for them.
Everyone has their own choice but once I was able to get into folklórico
and I was able to speak Spanish, it helped me a lot to be able to attach myself to
it. I want to be able to pass on my Spanish-speaking to my kids. It’s like you said,
eventually they’re going to be seventh or eighth generation Mexican-Americans,
and they’re not going to speak Spanish at all and we’re literally hours away from
our home land, or from our roots.
Laura: I think you said something really interesting about how folklórico
gives you the reason to want to speak Spanish. I mean Spanish defines and is part
of our culture. The language is a huge part of it, but you made the connection to
folklórico. Like for you, marrying both things was like “oh it made sense to know
Spanish because I create a different community along with those people whom we
share music and all that with.” A lot of families don’t have that because of a lack
of opportunities to be involved in those kinds of different events or different
groups like folklórico classes. They don’t have those opportunities and so they
don’t see the real reason why they should keep Spanish alive – and it’s really sad.
When the grandparents come over . . .
Jacob: . . . y no se pueden comunicar con los nietos y los sobrinos. ¡Hasta
en los hijos también!
Laura: . . . but it’s amazing how you found the reason in folklórico.
These stories of Corazón focus on the reason why folklórico continues to impact
each of the dancers’ lives today. The testimonios within this section outline specific
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moments of memory related to culture and often to the critical role of language in
shaping identity. Some of the testimonios are clear in their connection to a love and
passion for folklórico. Other testimonios navigate through past moments of discomfort
and tension with culture and identity. These moments are real and are a part of dancers’
experience. These memories provide insight into the dedication that all of the folkloristas
have to dance through years of schooling, work, and commitment to the family and the
community.
Stepping Back From the Data
Each of the aforementioned testimonios is rich and robust. For a study about
people’s personal and intimate stories, it is hard to be succinct. The stories are deep and
involved. They carry the weight of ancestral knowledge and power. They tell the stories
of heritage and pride. As such, these testimonios are lengthy journeys through the
individual and collective memories of each folklorista. I coded, trimmed, and inserted
testimonios in a way that honored and valued the integrity and intention of their message
without including the entire transcript of their stories. In chapter five I will explain how
these findings relate to one another through a holistic lens of CuerpoMenteAlmaCorazón.
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CHAPTER 5: DISCUSSION, RECOMMENDATIONS, AND CONCLUSIONS
Oración al Danzante
Señor,
Esta vez, una vez más,
encomiendo mi cuerpo y mi espíritu,
a la práctica divina de la danza.
A cada instante mi energía fluye
inspirada en el movimiento universal,
así como las estrellas,
los millones de astros,
el sol y la luna en mi confluye
el movimiento eterno.
El ritmo en communion con los demás
seres
se manifiesta en mí como círculo
incesante.

Déjame ser humilde ante los dotes que
me diste
y que arrancan el aplauso
en el último compas.
Déjame ser en el invierno de mi jornada,
Oído, voz y movimiento a semejanza
tuya
en la riqueza que me diste.
Déjame ser en la tercera llamada ágil y
entero,
para trazar en la duela la gracia y el
movimiento
que a semejanza tuya me son propias.

Deja Señor que las notas fluyan
en constancia por mi cuerpo,
y cual jeroglíficos, formas y figuras
acompasen mi vida y me hagan vibrar
para escribir continuo tu nombre en la
duela.

Y si es mi destino que éste sea
mi último compas,
mi última baile,
mi última llamada a escena,
mi última estampa,
mi último halito de vida,
quiero quedar en cruz
con los pies hacia el proscenio
con la cara hacia las lámparas.
Ya sin maquillaje,
con el espíritu henchido de gratitud hacia
Ti,
por el grandioso don que me diste.

Déjame salir
en la primavera de mi vida
al scenario cuando la primera llamada
surja.
Déjame ser el vehículo esplendoroso
de tu manifestación eterna.
Déjame ser en el verano de mi existencia
el asombro maduro del ritmo y la
cadencia.

Gracias Señor.

Introduction
I was introduced to this prayer as a participant in an international folklórico
association of maestros of Mexican folklórico. I joined this association in 2011 and I
have been participating in their conferences ever since. The seven-day conference moves
to different states throughout México twice per year and has been hosted once in the U.S.
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On one day during each conference, each of the delegations from every Mexican state
participates in a parade, including Canada and the U.S. states of California, Nevada,
Texas. Each delegation parades through the host town in their traditional outfits. The
dancers wave to the community members who come out to the street to see almost 200
dancers in bright, elaborate, and detailed costumes from different parts of México and the
U.S. For a moment, it feels like the entire town pauses to breathe in the energy that
emanates from the street. For this brief instant, the dancers and the community become
one. This display of color, music, and dance is how the visiting maestros show their
gratitude to the host city for welcoming the dancers into their city for the week.
The parade ends in the town’s Catholic church, typically located in the main plaza
of the city. A mass is held in honor of the visiting maestros. During the mass, each of the
visiting states send two representatives to walk down the main aisle of the church in order
to offer the town and the church a charitable donation – usually food, money, or snacks
that are native to their home states. I was first introduced to this “Prayer to a Dancer”
during this traditional ritual between the association and the town.
This prayer is especially important in that it captures the unique relationship
between the artistic, the sacred, the spiritual, the conventional, the theatrical, the
communal, and the individual dancer. Within the prayer, the dancer highlights an entire
life cycle in a petition for a blessing. In this request, the dancer moves through the spring,
summer, and winter seasons and compares each time of the year to the first call, last call,
and finale of a performance. The dancer then thanks the Lord for the gifts of dance and
asks that the Lord manifest rhythm and unity in each of the dancers on stage – a petition
to realize that music flows through each of them like an endless circle. The dancer
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connects the performance to the music, energy, and life that cycles through each of the
dancers and the audience. The prayer emphasizes the unity and connection of the
movement, the performance, the sacred, the conventional, the individual and the
community.
This testimonio research is not so different from the embodied performative
elements within the aforementioned prayer (Taylor, 2003). This study is research about
the role of identity, community, and agency in shaping the testimonios for Mexican
dancers and students in higher education. Specifically, this study explores how the
participants understand their Mexican identity, how they view their role in the
community, and how they use their voice in higher education and as dancers of
traditional Mexican folklórico. This research comes to life through the power of their
testimonios.
In this final chapter, I discuss my findings in relation to the folklórico testimonios
and the framework that guides this research. I organize my analysis of these findings as
an overview of the study. Within this section, I provide a quick overview of the role of
testimonio in the major findings of this study, especially in relation to making room for
the exploration of spatial testimonio. The second section explores how Community
Cultural Wealth (Yosso, 2005) and Social Justice Cultural Performance illuminate
themes of identity, community, and agency within the folklórico testimonios. Lastly, I
include an overview of the implications of this study in relation to both the research
questions and the frameworks that guide this study. In particular, I connect how these
implications inform the product and process of spatial testimonio (Cruz, 2012; Delgado
Bernal, Burciaga, & Carmona, 2012; Fuentes & Pérez, 2016). I conclude this chapter

!

!

!

!

!

187!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!

with possible directions for future research in this area and my own reflections and
consejos about this study.
Overview: the Study, el Problema, and Testimonio
Ethnic Studies programs are a way in which students of color are introduced to the
history, culture, and heritage of their communities through educational institutions.
Through Ethnic Studies, Mexican students are exposed to different frameworks from
which to think critically about the intersections of their identities (Cammarota, 2009;
Romero, Arce, & Cammarota, 2009; Sleeter, 2011). Unfortunately, these programs are
not available in all institutions of higher education and even fewer institutions have
incorporated Mexican folklórico as part of the curriculum (Sleeter, 2011).
Today, Mexicanos living in the U.S. can learn about their identity in some
institutions of higher education in Ethnic Studies programs and also through Mexican
folklórico. The challenge is that neither of these opportunities exists in education at all
times. Colleges and universities may have access to either Ethnic Studies courses or
traditional cultural dance opportunities at the institution. Very rarely do both of these
opportunities exist at once in the same school. Folkloristas, however, discovered their
Mexican identity, history, and heritage through dance. This study explores this identity
development, community, and agency in moments of CuerpoMenteAlmaCorazón for
folkloristas. For this to make sense, I explain the significance of resisting the urge to look
at Cuerpo, Mente, Alma, y Corazón as separate entities. The next section will review
critical benefits to exploring CuerpoMenteAlmaCorazón as one complete dimension of
conciencia.
CuerpoMenteAlmaCorazón Testimonios of Folklórico

!

!

!

!

!

188!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!

The testimonios of each of the folkloristas were organized in a way that mirrored
Anzaldúa’s (1987) Cuerpo, Mente, y Alma in describing the MindBodySpirit within a
new mestiza consciousness. I briefly describe my organization of the testimonios once
more. I do this in order to fully understand why analyzing each of these components as a
whole dimension of CuerpoMenteAlmaCorazón is so important to this research.
At first, CuerpoMenteAlma (without Corazón) was how I planned to sort through
the folklórico testimonios of this study. The themes that emerged from the testimonio
highlighted the critical relationship of family, empowerment and leadership, education,
cultural pride, community, the social and political climate, as well as language, culture,
and the deeper motivations for committing to dance. Each of the themes within the
testimonios addressed the key components of Cuerpo, Mente, y Alma but also
highlighted an additional dimension. I incorporated a fourth dimension of Corazón to
capture shared experiences that centered on culture, language and the reasons why each
of the dancers connected to folklórico.
This dimension of CuerpoMenteAlmaCorazón is critical to understanding how
these folklórico testimonios have paved the way for new forms of storytelling through
testimonio. This dimension of CuerpoMenteAlmaCorazón as informed by Anzaldúa’s
(1987) new mestiza consciousness is critical to understanding how these folklórico
testimonios move beyond individual testimonios and beyond small groups, or colectivas,
of testimonios. The dimensions of CuerpoMenteAlmaCorazón cannot and should not be
discussed in isolation. For purposes of this study, testimonios of Cuerpo, Mente, Alma, y
Corazón were presented separately in the prior chapter. This organization made it
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possible to stretch open the dimensions of CuerpoMenteAlmaCorazón wide enough take
a deeper look within the interstitches of each component.
As mentioned in the prior chapter, the organization of Cuerpo, Mente, Alma, y
Corazón into separate dimensions is not to imply that each dynamic is disconnected from
the other. In fact, the opposite is true. Villenas, Godinez, Delgado Bernal, and Elenes
(2006) discuss the potential strength that is harnessed from the interconnectedness of
spirit, mind, and body in education. In their research, this connection between the spirit,
the mind, and the body is important to understanding how students of color survive
spaces in education that were not built for their success. This same intention applies to
CuerpoMenteAlmaCorazón as a whole dimension. In order to understand how
folkloristas make sense of identity, community, and agency, the components of
CuerpoMenteAlmaCorazón must be discussed as a whole and not as a disaggregated
series of themes. Mixpe Ley (2006) discusses the critical importance of this
interconnection as a means to obtaining whole liberation:
You see I am still attempting to re-member my identity. I ground myself
spiritually and push myself through the smoking mirror of Tezcatlipoca, and enter
a new etapa in my quest for a wholesome liberación. I seek to have a whole
understanding of the interconnection of my spirit, mind, and body, my histories,
my relations with family, friends, community, and with society. (p. 17)
Cuerpo, Mente, Alma, y Corazón each contribute to a fuller understanding of what
folkloristas experience with identity, community, and agency. However, in order to
achieve an even fuller and richer understanding of these components for folkloristas,
these dynamics must be viewed as interconnected.
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In order to achieve a fuller, richer, and more holistic understanding of the impact
of Mind, Body, Spirit, and Heart on the participants, CuerpoMenteAlmaCorazón must be
discussed as a whole (Anzaldúa, 1987, 2002; Mixpe Ley, 2006; Villenas, Godinez,
Delgado Bernal, & Elenes, 2006). Additionally, the themes of this testimonio suggest that
Corazón is also a component of this mind, body, and spirit dynamic.
CuerpoMenteAlmaCorazón is a way to explore Truth-sharing in a way that integrates,
overlaps, and weaves the multiplicity of each folklorista’s experiences in a way to
understand, to heal, and to imagine futures beyond tension and conflict. In the next
section, I will briefly discuss each the dimensions of CuerpoMenteAlmaCorazón through
the lens of Community Cultural Wealth (Yosso, 2005) and the key literature that informs
a framework of Social Justice Cultural Performance.
Community Cultural Wealth and Social Justice Cultural Performance
In this study, I used Yosso’s (2005) community cultural wealth and a framework
that I have identified as social justice cultural performance to better understand the
themes and implications of the testimonios. Community cultural wealth centers on six
forms of capital that students of color bring into educational spaces from home. These
forms of capital are aspirational, linguistic, familial, social, navigational, resistant. The
social justice cultural performance framework is made up of three distinct texts that write
about performance, memory, and imagination: Rich’s (2006) notion of the permeable
membrane, Taylor’s (2003) research on the archive and the repertoire, and Haiven and
Khasnabish’s (2014) research about the radical imagination. In the following section, I
discuss how each of these frameworks illuminates identity, community, and agency
through contextualizing the findings of this study.
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In the discussion of the findings, I provide key examples that illustrate how
community cultural wealth and instances of social justice cultural performance shows up
in the testimonios. These frameworks illuminate critical moments of meaning within each
of the testimonio. Much like the discussion of CuerpoMenteAlmaCorazón as a whole
dimension, community cultural wealth does not manifest within the experience of
students of color in isolation (Yosso, 2005). The different forms of capital intersect with
layers of social justice cultural performance. Together, these two frameworks are
fundamental to understanding and connecting the findings of the testimonios to their
larger implications. I organize these moments of meaning into three categories of
identity, community, and agency through CuerpoMenteAlmaCorazón. Elements of
community cultural wealth and social justice cultural performance can be found
throughout each of the testimonios.
Identity through CuerpoMenteAlmaCorazón
For dancers, folklórico is the way in which they access a deeper sense of identity.
This identity centers on what it means to be Mexican living in the United States.
Folklórico is the way in which the dancers learn about their identity. Folklórico is also the
way in which they connect to other dancers on similar journeys to learn more about their
ethnic identity. The testimonios reveal that dancing for folkloristas is about an
opportunity to showcase pride in their cultural heritage. Through each of the testimonios,
the dancers showed that folklórico is an identity in and of itself. Being a dancer is a
lifestyle and an experience that is unique. Through their testimonios, the folkloristas
outline the special characteristics that make membership in this group of dancers so
special.
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Folklórico is different. To be a folklorista is to be part of an art form that includes
performance and physical conditioning. Folklórico requires intense discipline and focus
on the mechanics of dance. Participation in a folklórico group is to be part of a larger
family that is rooted in history and ancestral knowledge. For dancers, folklórico is a way
of life and, when coupled with a unique opportunity to learn about identity, can easily
feel like a completely new way to experience life as a Mexican living in the United
States.
Folklórico is a way to demonstrate pride in your cultural heritage – an orgullo
mexicano. Through folklórico, dancers shape and strengthen their sense of self and their
identity. The findings within each of the testimonios about identity reveal a common
thread of cultural pride and identity-development for each of the folkloristas. The link
between speaking Spanish, folklórico, and each of the participant’s Mexican identity is
strong. The testimonios highlight this sense of identity development in a variety of ways.
For dancers, language is a part of identity and they build upon their social, navigational,
and familial capital by tapping into her linguistic capital. Through language, the
folklorista adds another layer of diversity and complexity to how dancers experience their
identity.
In her writing about language, Anzaldúa (1987) frames the experience of
language for U.S.-born Mexican-identified people as one that is both powerful in its
creativity and imagination and condemned for its refusal to conform to the rules of
conformity. The ability to navigate space in Spanish is important to the folkloristas. The
use of Spanish in folklórico spaces becomes an example of social, navigational, familial
and linguistic capital combined. Folkloristas share about feeling more whole within
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spaces that live, breathe, and move in Spanish. Yosso (2005) discusses how this linguistic
capital is the strength and benefit of speaking multiple languages and code-switching.
Honoring linguistic capital in folklórico becomes an even stronger moment of identity in
dance. In this same context, language and identity work as a performance culture that
allows dancer to access cultural memory. Taylor (2011) references this dynamic in her
writing about the archive and the repertoire. Through language, dancers are able to access
memory of culture, history, and experience to bring to life in the repertoire. This
performance of cultural memory is made more salient and sacred through the use of
Spanish for dancers who identify as Mexicans living in the U.S.
Through folklórico, dancers have a visible and tangible way in which to
demonstrate their Mexican identity to the community. Several testimonios share an
appreciation for what folklórico represents for the dancers and what it shows the
community about dancers’ passion and commitment. Folklórico is layered, complex and
diverse in its representation of all communities. It is a way in which dancers can connect
to a cultural practice that is Mexican, that allows them to practice their identity, and that
makes space for connecting with other dancers who desire the same connection and share
the same affinity. Some dancers do not have access to places in which they can share
space with other people who speak the languages that they do, spaces with people who
look like them, and spaces with people who have similar backgrounds and family history.
In this community, dancers find a way to explore their identity amongst a family of
folkloristas with similar values and belief systems. Folklórico is the gateway to a stronger
sense of identity.
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These testimonios show how social capital, navigational capital, familial capital
and linguistic capital help dancers to shape their identity through folklórico (Yosso,
2005). Through social and navigational capital, dancers build a network and community
of support in folklórico. The folkloristas desired more connection activities that displayed
their heritage and their love for their cultural heritage. They find this connection nestled
in the color, movement, history, and performance of culture through dance. Dance
becomes a medium through which to access knowledge about and support for expressing
their Mexican identity. With this newfound information about identity, the dancers use
their navigational capital to better understand how to use their identity to maneuver
institutions like higher education.
Through familial capital, dancers channel cultural memory and intuition to find a
space where they can form new family structures, especially for those folkloristas who
are dancing in spaces away from their biological family. For some dancers, folklórico is a
way to connect to parents. This connection is strength and resolve. In the absence of
family at times, these new family structures become strong ties that help grow the same
intense connection and energy that is needed for dancers to feel loved, supported, and
cared for. Dancers also channel familial capital when they speak of the folklórico’s
important role of identity as a resource to pass on to other generations. For many dancers,
the ability to speak Spanish is an asset and a defining element to Mexican identity.
Folklórico acts as a permeable membrane in which performance grants dancers
access to cultural memory about identity and heritage (Rich, 2006). Folklórico creates a
space for dance to pull knowledge and memory from the past, through performance as a
permeable membrane, in order to shape a future reality with a fuller expression of
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identity. Dancers are not always exposed to opportunities to learn about this identity.
This absence of opportunity to learn about one’s cultural heritage in a way that is
inspiring and empowering is a moment of violence for communities of color. Through a
framework of permeable membrane, Rich (2006) would argue that performance serves as
a healing agent through radical imagination (Haiven & Khasnabish, 2014). This
imagination allows dancers to conjure futures of possibility that honor and uphold
cultural heritage. This future is an act of healing and one that is obtained by embracing
radical imagination.
As mentioned earlier, performance is a space that includes the embodiment of the
physical, the emotional, the intangible, and the sacred in its widest interpretation (Taylor,
2003; Cohen, Varea, & Walker, 2011a; Cohen, Varea, & Walker, 2011b). Rich (2006)
makes a case for art as a permeable membrane. Cohen, Varea, & Walker (2011a) assert
that this is a space in which art and performance can blur, blend, and shape the line
between the spoken and the unspoken as a site of exploration for pain, conflict, tension,
or violence. The absence of spaces within which Mexican students can learn about their
identity, their community, and their voice is, in and of itself, an act of violence. To deny
any community their right to learn about themselves and their experiences living in the
United States as people of color is powerful reinforcement of forced displacement and
marginalization. Rich’s (2006) permeable membrane allows for a space and place from
which to generate a meeting of two incongruent worlds in an effort to create meaning and
harmony and to create healing and growth.
Taylor’s framework for the archive and the repertoire (2011) is also helpful to
understanding the use of cultural memory in shaping identity in folklórico. Through
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familial and social capital, dancers’ identities are shaped by their family history and by
their current support systems through folklórico. Taylor offers an opportunity to use
embodied performance as a framework for understanding cultural memory as archive and
repertoire. Some dancers learn about their identity from their parents, from their families,
or even from school. Not everyone has the same access to these resources and that
depends largely on location, upbringing, generational knowledge, and other factors. Thus,
through this experience is part of an archive of resources and memories of what it means
to be Mexican. Not everyone has access to these resources. The repertoire is what
folklórico offers its dancers (literally and figuratively). This resource is accessed through
community cultural wealth.
Community through CuerpoMenteAlmaCorazón
For each of the folklóristas, a strong connection to family and kinship is critical to
how community is forged, developed, and maintained. Family and folkórico become
synonymous and in some cases are the same. Folkloristas build community with dancers
as a source of support. It’s connection and bonds with dancers out of similar struggles
and similar passion. All of the folkloristas discussed the process of balancing multiple
commitments and responsibilities with their college and university academics, their
responsibilities at home or the family, and at times with their careers. Still, folklórico has
remained a constant and stress-relieving function in their schedule.
These testimonios are examples of social capital in folklórico – a network of
people who offer one another support. The dancers talk openly about the desire and
happiness they feel when they are able to share space with others who also identify as
Mexican. In the absence of spaces in society and in education that can foster this same
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happiness, the folkloristas elicit and practice their social capital through folklórico. They
form their own networks of camaraderie and kinship in order to thrive. In folklórico, care
and cariño are central to how the dancers build familia and support with one another.
Familial capital is at the heart of how each of the dancers relate to one another. Through
building a strong sense of kinship, the dancers have a solid connection from which to
imagine a space of radical alternatives that heal and strengthen the community (Haiven &
Khasnabish, 2014; Yosso, 2005).
In cases where the dancers are away from their families at a college or university,
folklórico becomes critical to building a support system and remembering home.
Folklórico becomes the way that dances tether back to the cultural memory of home,
familia, and all that is comforting. It is a way in which dancers can bring pieces of their
home life and their loved ones into unfamiliar and new spaces that are new, unfamiliar,
and may not be anything like home. In many cases, folklórico solders to the core of a
dancer’s value system because of the absence of family in the college or university
experience. Through the performance of cultural memory in the college and university
setting, dancers are able to meet the nostalgia and isolation that many Mexican students
feel in a new and unfamiliar setting. Through folklórico performance, dancers are
introduced to new spaces and people that conjure similar feelings of togetherness,
community, and family. Through cultural performance and the memory of home,
folklórico fosters healing and growth for dancers. Folkórico is an example of Rich’s
(2006) permeable membrane for dancers.
Dancers share about the intense urgency with which they will mobilize, defend,
and fight for their right to maintain their folklórico spaces in tact. For some, this
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translates into resisting the disbanding of members, the loss of group leaders, or the loss
of key members of the folklórico family. This commitment to keep the folklórico family
in tact is an act of self-preservation for dancers. The kinship that dancers form with one
another is strong. They form these bonds through familial capital. Yosso (2005) would
argue that familial, navigational, and resistant capital are all critical to this moment of
empowerment and preservation of family ties in dance. Comunidad is sacred. The
network is life. The support found within these spaces of dance and cultural identity can
be life changing for the dancers. Through radical imagination (Haiven & Khasnabish,
2014), dancers already bear witness and live the possibility of empowering and
inspirational spaces of comunidad when they come together for dance. These spaces do
not exist in every space outside of dance, but they could. Radical imagination is what
fuels and empowers dancers to fight to keep the space they do have in tact – to fight for
what they love, to fight for what they know can change the future for others. A dancers’
involvement in folklórico challenges the toxic messages about Mexicans in the United
States in the media, in politics, and in society. Through community cultural wealth
(Yosso, 2005) and radical imagination (Haiven & Khasnabish, 2014), folkloristas have
access to a future of possibilities that portray the Mexican community as hardworking,
passionate, proud of their heritage, and committed to their comunidad.
Folklórico is about holding space for care and cariño for one another as a
community. Dancers value the feeling of togetherness in folklórico. Beyond just a
community, folklórico is like a family. Dancers care for one another. It is not uncommon
for members within a group to share the same values or beliefs. Folklórico fosters this
same dynamic. However, when this dynamic is coupled with intense kinship based on
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ethnic identity, cultural heritage, and physical conditioning and discipline, deeper family
bonds are fostered between folklórico members. As a result of this rapport between
dancers, folkloristas turn to their fellow group members for support with other challenges
that come up outside of dance (e.g., school challenges, romantic relationships,
conversations about immigration). This level of hybrid of familial, social, and
navigational capital helps folkloristas to feel connected to one another in moments of
grief, stress, and even individual and systematic moments of oppression. These bonds
help dancers to navigate through life’s challenges. These close connections open doors to
radical imagination (Haiven & Khasnabish, 2014) and a deeply-held belief that as long as
the dancers have one another, even in the most dire of circumstances, they can imagine
better outcomes for the future.
Through a sense of community and family in folklórico, dancers feel stronger
together. This unity helps dancers to navigate moments of isolation, build systems of
support with others, and create new relationships with dancers who also channel familial
capital to access memory, history, and cultural intuition (Yosso, 2005). Folklórico is a
network of support and connection for dancers. For many dancers, folklórico builds upon
dancers’ social and navigational capital to foster space that is empowering, that honors
each dancers’ resilience, and provides each dancer with access to knowledge about their
community. This dynamic is another example of how folklórico is the permeable
membrane (Rich, 2006) through which dancers build a healthier self-concept and a strong
sense of community with other dancers.
Agency through CuerpoMenteAlmaCorazón
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For many folkloristas, the connection to activism and advocacy through dance is
not always as clear. Folklórico educates the community about what the Mexican culture
represents through performance. Dancers show youth that learning about identity,
showcasing your pride, and building community is a value of folklórico. Dancers perform
for the community. They bring their choreographies, music, movement, and showcase to
the families, children, and grandparents of the barrios. This connection to community is
more than just kinship. In the shifting social and political climate, these messages teach
dancers how to use their voice to spread messages about the Mexican culture that
counters the violent and aggressive messages and policy reform that impact the Mexican
community.
Social and familial capital encouraged dancers to seek folklórico in an effort to
shape identity and to create a system of support in community. Folkloristas also bring
navigational and resistant capital to the community of dancers. They channel their
connection to one another and their strength and resolve as a community to push back
against negative imagery and toxic messages about Mexicans living in the U.S.
In light of recent political campaigns, shifts in immigration reform, and new
policies that target the livelihood of communities of color, folkloristas are also finding
new ways to contextualize their performance as advocacy. Folkloristas combine social,
familial, navigational, and resistant capital along to radically imagine ways in which their
performances are an act of resistance to oppressive systems and people in leadership
(Haiven & Khasnabish, 2014; Yosso, 2005). Folkloristas are more frequently seeing their
art and performance as a means of pushing back and showing others that Mexicans have
a right to a place and space in society that honors their humanity and dignity.
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The social and political climate has produced toxic and damaging messages about
many communities, not the least of which being the Mexican community. The
testimonios of this study spanned a period of several months, which included time before,
during, and after the 2016 United States Presidential elections. Through folklórico, each
of the dancers have grown stronger through their sense of community to understand how
they should defend their right to culture and identity, how they should treasure and
defend their family at all costs. The dancers’ community cultural wealth and radical
imagination (Haiven & Khasnabish, 2014; Yosso, 2005) have been critical to moving
beyond an environment that has grown increasingly more violent and aggressive towards
the Mexican community. This environment, in turn, greatly impacts the folkloristas, their
family, their community, and their sense of belonging.
The media, organized government, and the law have threatened the livelihood of
this community of dancers. As a result, this same community will channel community
cultural wealth in an effort to protect family and identity. Folklórico has become a space
for students and dancers to perform their acts of defense, mobilization, and speaking out
against possible threats to their sense of identity and community. Each of the folklórico
participants made sense of agency and advocacy in their testimonios through a
connection to voice, empowerment, and an call to action. Through radical imagination
(Haiven & Khasnabish, 2014) and through community cultural wealth (Yosso, 2005),
folklórico is again the permeable membrane through which dancers stare the painful and
violent messages of the media and the government with a performance of cultural
memory that is positive, uplifting, and radically different (Haiven & Khasnabish, 2014).
The idea is that dancers will emerge from this permeable membrane or cultural
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performance with a stronger sense of self, community, and agency. They will emerge
with a more holistic sense of what the future could and should look like for Mexicans
living in the United States, and it looks nothing like what the government and the media
would have us believe.
Folklórico has become a call to action for others. Dancers demand for others to
stand in community against this violent change in the social and political climate. As
Natalie state in her testimonio, “I want people to know that I am Mexican, and that you
either stand with me, or you don’t. Folklórico is part of showing that, I think.” Erica also
had another powerful and related statement to make about the responsibility we have as a
community of mexicanos living in the U.S. She states, “it’s important for us to continue
blasting that banda music while we’re driving so that other people can hear that we’re
Mexican, that we can be in this country, that we have rights that we should fight to keep”
(Alma). These two aforementioned quotes are important to understanding the vibrancy
with which folkloristas have reinvigorated their resistant capital in the face of a shifting
sociopolitical landscape.
Strong ties to a community help folkloristas to remember their power and agency.
Through folklórico, dancers have amassed even stronger and more impactful community
cultural wealth (Yosso, 2005). This dynamic has helped dancers to understand ways in
which they can demand space as mexicanos living in the United States. In these ways, the
stories of this study are a testament to the agency that folklórico enhances for dancers.
Folklórico does not create the agency in its dancers. Folkloristas would not necessarily
consider folklórico as activism. However, dancers agree that folklórico is a way to make
a statement in the community – a way to envision a future that honors our community of
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mexicanos. Varea (2011) underscores the power of messages and stories as a tool for
sense-making in the following quote:
Whenever we have had to understand our world, our place and time, our sense of
self and of belonging in a community with others, we’ve had to tell stories. These
stories, passed on from generation to generation by shamans, storytellers, and
performers, weave complex and beautiful cultural containers that communicate
hard-earned knowledge, give our lives support and purpose, but above all, allow
us to derive meaning from human experiences ranging from the physical gesture
to the deeper questions that stir in our soul. (p. 154-155).
Violence and conflict can shape identity, but it can never tame or control imagination.
Performance liberates the socialized barriers that attempt to tame nostalgia and
imagination. This imagination stems from a dancer’s self-actualization in moments of
agency.
Not unlike a space that is a permeable membrane (Rich, 2006), the folkloristas
allow the union of each of these dynamics of CuerpoMenteAlmaCorazón to transcend the
restrictions of socialized practice in order to give in to the their more authentic voices and
story-telling as agency. Anzaldúa (1987) asserts, “the ability of the story (prose and
poetry) to transform the storyteller and the listener into something or someone else is
shamanistic. The writer, as shape-changer, is a nahual, a shaman” (p. 88). In this context,
each of the participants of this research invoke the shamanistic story-telling artform of
our ancestors and call in the space as authors of stories of empowered and transformative
members of the community.
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Through this social and navigational capital, folklórico is also a space positive
affirmations and self-empowerment. As mentioned in chapter four, dancers are
overcoming negative self-talk to achieve more positive body image self-concepts. Other
dancers are finding new ways in which to challenge the leaders in their work places.
Other folkloristas are digging deep and using heightened self-confidence in choosing to
move away from home to purse their higher education degrees. I share these specific
examples in order to center how folklórico has contributed to dancers’ agency in ways
that are not only impactful for the larger community on a systematic level.
Folklórico has also helped to strengthen individual dancers’ sense of agency
through reminding them that they are not alone. They stand in community with other
dancers who share similar challenges and who support one another in resisting
oppression. As O’Neal (2011) states in his writings on the role of education, activism,
and performance,
I think art that inspires self-love, confidence, and hope is art that inspires justice
and ultimately peace. It is relevant to people’s lives. Without self-love, we help
the oppressor keep us down. One of the key instruments of oppression is
convincing the oppressed that their oppression is appropriate and justified . . . ”
(O’Neal, 2011, p. 155).
Folklórico is about self-love, love for the community, and love for the spaces that make
room for self and community to exist organically with music, dance, and corazón.
Folklórico teaches its dancers to fight for what they love. Through each of these
testimonios, the participants have communicated a deep commitment to their community,
a growing awareness of their value and self-worth, and a growing sense of self-
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confidence. In these frameworks, folklórico becomes a means of resistance and storysharing.
Spatial Testimonio through CuerpoMenteAlmaCorazón
Each of the dancers shared their testimonios with elements of
CuerpoMenteAlmaCorazón. Testimonios were shared that captured the individual stories
of dancers and their experiences with folklóricos. Two colectivas of dancers also brought
the shared and interwoven experiences of small groups of folkloristas sharing at once.
Folkloristas are frequently in spaces that house performance, culture, heritage, and
identity. This study has led to an open door – an opening in the way researchers
conceptualize and contextualize about testimonio. Testimonios can share stories of
individuals and groups of people. This study suggests that spaces could author
testimonios as well. I refer to this additional framework as spatial testimonio.
Spatial testimonios exist beyond the individual and the collective. Individual
testimonios represent the thoughts, perspectives, and struggles of a community. Rigoberta
Menchú’s testimonio of daily life, struggle, and resistance in Guatemala is a classic
example of this defining characteristic of testimonio (Menchú, 1984). Testimonios are
both product and process (Cruz, 2012; Delgado Bernal, Burciaga, & Carmona, 2012;
Fuentes & Pérez, 2016). Testimonios can also be a collective dialogue, interaction, or
representation of more than just one individual’s story. Spatial testimonio moves beyond
the individual and collective to allow spaces and places to author their own stories of
Truth, struggle, and resistance. These spatial testimonios center the dynamic of a space or
place and incorporate the voices, artifacts, memorias, and sentimientos related to the
testimonio. Spatial testimonios incorporate the voices of the individuals within the space,
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too. The core of spatial testimonio is centered in the experience that a space lends to the
individuals within the environment. The space, as author, creates and changes the story of
the space by virtue of the lived histories, realities, and dynamics of the space.
Haiven and Khasnabish’s (2014) radical imagination make spatial testimonio
possible. Most of their research on radical imagination centers on a need to build on
social movement research. Spatial testimonio does not directly and exclusively link to
social movement. However, the creative origins related to imagining the potential of new
experiences beyond current realities are key to understanding spatial testimonio. In the
following quote, Haiven and Khasnabish (2014) discuss the need for imagining new
spaces to contextualize academic social movement research: “the strategy of convocation
encourages us, always on a case-by-case basis and with careful consideration of local
circumstance, to create something novel: new zones of dialogue and debate, new forums
of imagination and creativity” (p. 67-68). In understanding the significant impact of
folklórico on the lives of its dancers, spatial testimonio pushes the reader to consider new
ways in which to capture the impact, influence, and relationship of folklórico within the
community. In giving voice to space and time, testimonio stretches its arms wider to
include dynamic ways in which a space can sing, shout, and proclaim its story.
Spatial testimonios has the potential to draw not only from radical imagination but
from Taylor’s (2003) performance of cultural memory and Rich’s (2006) permeable
membrane. As an author, a space can act as both archive and repertoire. A space can be
home to privileged information, memory, or resources that only certain members of
society can access (archive). A space can also host performance of cultural memory that
is not restricted and open for all to access (repertoire). In the same way, a certain space
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can act as the permeable membrane that brings together opposing dialectics for the sake
of birthing new ways to grow and heal. Folkloristas often struggle to find the right words
to describe the emotional, the spiritual, the psychological, the mental, the physical, and
the heart of spaces in which they perform. Spatial testimonio encourages the exploration
of how space may serve as author to future testimonios.
Implications
This study explored identity, community, and agency for dancers of Mexican
folklórico who were also enrolled in college or at the university. Their stories were
documented as testimonios and through this method, each of their stories revealed unique
relationships. They joined folklórico as a means of learning more about their ethnic
identity. Each of the folkloristas were interested in activities that allowed them to
demonstrate their cultural heritage and pride. Folkloristas develop strong communities of
genuine care and concern with their fellow dancers. Through these support systems, the
dancers learn with one another, offer support to one another, and develop a strong sense
of familia. Lastly, folkloristas use performance as a way to teach and show the
community about the Mexican culture. In light of increased messages of violence and
aggression toward the Mexican communities, these messages are a way for dancers to use
their voice and agency to shift community perspectives about mexicanos. The meaning
within these findings has deeper implications for two areas: 1) folklórico in higher
education, and 2) spatial testimonio.
Folklórico and Higher Education
In earlier chapters, I stated that this research may provide a deeper understanding
of the needs of Mexican students as they moved through higher education, especially in
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relation to identity, community, and agency. Whether inside the educational institution or
embedded within the community, this study revealed that folklórico has a role in the lives
of students as they move through higher education.
This study discussed how Ethnic Studies programming and folklórico courses in
higher education are a crucial identity-development, awareness-building, and confidenceenhancing moment for students who identify as Mexican. I am not advocating that the
only way for students to learn about their Mexican identity is through Ethnic Studies and
folklórico. However, this study does imply that a relationship between these factors exists
and deserves to be explored more fully for the potential impact that it may have on the
support that Mexican students can receive as they move through higher education.
This research might help to inform future frameworks for how to build
educational spaces in higher education that value the experience of Mexican students and
presumably through the incorporation of the study of Mexican folklore and dance. If
researchers have a better understanding of how students build and foster community
beyond the classroom, then these data can inform institutional practices that welcome and
encourage a stronger sense of community and support for its Mexican students.
Each of the students who were exposed to folklórico as part of the college or
university curriculum or experience had additional opportunities to build community
within a space that felt, looked, and sounded familiar. The notes, lyrics, and beats of the
music felt like home. The strong relationships and sense of familia that the dancers
fostered with one another was an additional important support system for the dancers as
they navigated a new experience in college or at the university. They fostered a unique
experience that for each of the participants felt familiar and triggered a memory of home.
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Taylor (2003) would argue that folklórico uses performance as a means of accessing
cultural memory for students at the college or in the university. In this way, dancers have
access to information about their identity that they did not have beforehand (the archive).
Their involvement in this embodied performance in turn builds a stronger sense of
community and agency for the dancers that is rooted in cultural memory (the repertoire).
This information can help to reframe the institution’s pedagogical and curricular
praxis to be a more equitable and social justice orientation. Specifically, educators can
create frameworks for the college and university that anchor the community experience in
the success of their Mexican communities on and off campus. This shift can be
accomplished by incorporating a pedagogical and curricular approach that centers
community cultural wealth. One way in which to do this is through folklórico. This study
shows three ways in which dancers of Mexican folklórico who are also students are
positively impacted by their involvement with this art form.
Spatial Testimonio
This study proposes a new lens through which to make sense of stories that frame
performance, identity, and space as interrelated. In framing space as an author of
testimonios of resistance and power, this study then amplifies the body of testimonio
research in academia, specifically in spaces of social justice art and performance. Spatial
testimonio creates a new reality that resists, gives birth, and shapes new ways in which to
tell stories of spaces that experience identity, community, and agency as well.
CuerpoMenteAlmaCorazón are a part of folklórico as a community-wide
experience. Some may think that the testimonio of a space is just the author’s perception
of a space, and that their testimonio is the sense-making of the space. In spatial
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testimonio, each space harbors experiences that tether to a deeper emotion, feeling, and
sentiment. These dynamics are generated by a blend and mix of voices, people, colors,
sounds, smells, emotions, and thoughts. As an individual testimonio, each person’s
experience of the space is a story. As a small group or colectiva within the space, a few
individuals can experience the space collectively as one story as well. However, what
occurs when many individuals experience the same space at the same time, and not as a
collective? Can the space serve as author of the testimonio within the space? Who is
responsible for the creation and production of this testimonio? How do you triangulate
the story within the testimonio to avoid any inadvertent misrepresentation?
This study does not outline the mechanics and components of spatial testimonio,
nor does it tell how to conduct this research. This study revealed a frayed end of the
storytelling fabric that is ripe for building on to with care and cariño. The participants
each shared their individual stories and experiences in a colectiva with folklórico and
higher education. In several moments throughout this study, folkloristas shared moments
that seemed to transcend the potential for what individual testimonios and testimonios
from within the colectiva could capture. This study of testimonio, folklórico, and higher
education has unveiled a unique way in which testimonio can expand to include an
additional framework of spatial testimonio.
The testimonios of this study creak open the puerta of testimonio research to
claim that there is something here that deserves to be explored. At this spatial testimonio,
raises more questions than it answers. This study, however, tip toes into a conversation
about how spaces could author testimonios. These spaces can author stories of resistance,
stories of culture and identity, stories of politics and climate. This framework implies that

!

!

!

!

!

211!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!

space has an impact on the participants beyond what can be captured in individual and
group testimonios. Rather, the story is the space, and this potential new framework
deserves exploration. This study has uncovered a few next steps in testimonio research
about how spaces can create, foster, and change stories within their locations.
En el Futuro – Ideas for Potential Studies
Through this study, I have discovered several areas that are examples of studies to
explore in the future. Each of these suggested areas for future research stem from the
research conducted in this study. Specifically, these suggestions could inform the
relationship between folkloristas and their journeys through higher education in different
ways. These areas are outlined below.
•

Due to logistics, this study focused on folklórico and higher education in the
Northern California areas of Sacramento, San Francisco, and San José. The study
might be expanded to a larger geographical area. For example, a review of all
folklórico experience related to higher education in the state of California will
undoubtedly provide different experiences that may inform the relationship
between folklórico and higher education.

•

This study was open to exploring dancers who belonged to community-based and
school-based folklórico groups. The study might be expanded to include an
exploration of University and college-based folklórico only. For example, the
study could expand to include a qualitative review of the California State
University’s growing folklórico community.

•

A future study could explore identity development in higher education for
folkloristas who have been dancing from a young age. This study would explore
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the relationship between time spent in folklórico prior to enrolling at the college
and university and the overall dynamic of the student’s higher education
experience and overall identity development.
•

Within this study, eight of the ten participants identified as male. In most cases,
folklórico continues to be an activity with a strong representation from femaleidentified individuals. A future study might then expand to include an exploration
of folklórico experiences in higher education at the intersections of gender
identity development, ethnic and racial identity development, and community.

•

A future study might also include a component of surveys or quantitative research
as a mixed methods approach to understanding the experiences of Mexican
students and folklórico dancers in higher education.

•

Spatial testimonio is discussed as an implication of this study’s research findings.
A future study could explore the methodology and theoretical implications of a
study about story-telling, space, power, and resistance from a Latin Critical Race
Theory perspective.
Each of the aforementioned suggestions are not an exhaustive list of the different

ways in which this study can be expanded. However, they do offer insight into areas that
this study lightly unveiled and did not explore fully.
El Fin – Reflections and Consejos
I want you to accept me as i accept you. Be an amiga, not a comrade to me. I will
send you more words if you like but right now the hurt’s all around me and i feel
like flying away. I will fight back with music, but don’t ask me to fight with
words. Trust my instincts, my knowledge – i am not a sheltered little wetback –
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i’ve been through so much pain that i’ve popped out the other side. (Moreno,
2015, p. 156)
This quote sings to me. I am reminded of the letter that Naomi Littlebear Moreno
wrote to Cherríe Moraga. In being asked to write an essay on language and oppression,
Moreno pushed back with love. In her letter to Moraga, Moreno discusses the tension of
navigating pain and suffering for the sake of writing, producing, and sharing palabra.
This dissertation has been a process of pushing back with love in conducting research
about the Mexican identity and community during this particular time in our nation’s
history.
In one of my final testimonios with the participants, I listened to the recorded
conversation that we were having at the tail end of one of our times together. I caught
myself saying: “El baile lo llevas adentro. I believe there’s a reason why we continue in
dance.” I had forgotten ever having said that and I was inspired by the words. Folklórico
has always been about life, love, culture, and advocacy for me. The love for dance is
nestled deep, deep inside of ourselves. It grows there among life’s other fiery passions
and commitments. Buried deep inside, this connection to dance fuels, impulses, and
catapults each folklorista into confidence, passionate commitment, and undying fervor for
the embodiment of cultura on stage.
In navigating the process, sentimientos, nostalgia, memory, and performance of
this study, I involved my own testimonio of folklórico. My experience as a doctoral
candidate moving through a structured process for formatting research and story was set
against the backdrop of monumental shifts in our social, cultural, and political landscape
as a region, as a country, and the world. As a queer, first-generation, English language
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learner, I identify as a mexicano with various intersections of identity. Writing my
testimonio along with listening and recording the participants’ testimonios during this
time was my own dance with a permeable membrane (Rich, 2006), archive and repertoire
(Taylor, 2011), the radical imagination (Haiven and Khasnabish, 2014), and community
cultural wealth (Yosso, 2005).
I grappled with a balance between dominant narratives for academic structure and
scholarly writing and my interest in infusing my work with radical imagination (Haiven
and Khasnabish, 2014). I wanted this study to contribute to research that exists outside
the parameters of a dominant and subordinate continuum through testimonio. I dance at,
through, and into this permeable membrane (Rich, 2006) as an emerging scholar and lifelong folklorista. In a way, this dissertation process – complete with all of the testimonios
herein – was a story-telling and embodied performance of the scholar, the folklorista, and
the student (Taylor, 2011). I tapped into information and resources at my disposal as an
emerging scholar in critical cultural studies in education (the archive). I applied these
skills to my own life experience as a student and folklórico dancer for more than 20 years
(repertoire). I moved through this process with the skills that I brought to the writing
experience. The community cultural wealth (Yosso, 2005) that I possess as a student and
scholar of color in navigating, resisting, connecting, and building was critical to my
success in completing this study.
Folklórico is my passion. Folklórico has helped me to live a fuller expression of
more than just my ethnic identity as a first generation mexicano living in the United
States. Colín (2014) stated it best in his research on indigenous education through dance:
“danza is a way of life, not just an activity or a hobby” (p. 49). Each of the folkloristas
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shared with me their relationship to folklórico and how it has shaped their lives. For some
of the dancers, this connection felt visceral – a powerful connection that tugged and
pulled at the deeply-rooted fibers of dominant narratives about ethnic identity. Folklórico
helped to slowly unravel this ascribed ethnic identity of what it meant to be Mexican
living in the United States. Through their connection to folklórico, each of the dancers
experienced cultural history and heritage through dance and (re)developed a strong(er)
sense of identity, pride, and heritage. I hope this collection of stories captures the
CuerpoMenteAlmaCorazón of their intentions and experience with this research.
This study is about love for dance, love for culture, and love for education.
O’Neal (2011) discusses this unique relationship in the following quote:
I think art that inspires self-love, confidence, and hope is art that inspires
justice and ultimately peace. It is relevant to people’s lives. Without self-love, we
help the oppressor keep us down. One of the key instruments of oppression is
convincing the oppressed that their oppression is appropriate and justified.” (p.
155)
Folklórico is about self-love, love for the community, and love for the spaces that make
room for music, dance, and corazón. Through each of these testimonios, the participants
have communicated a commitment to their community, a growing awareness of their
value and self-worth, elevated self-confidence, and an urgency to protect all that this
represents for us as Mexicans living in the United States. In this way, folklórico becomes
a means of resistance and story sharing, and this study has been my way of pushing back,
with amor at the forefront of my resistance. These testimonios are shared to honor and
value the cuentos of my folklórico familia and the bonds that we have forged from botas,
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música y pasión.
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